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Preface 


THIS VOLUME PLACES THE EXPERIENCE OF DIASPORA 
Jewry into a post-Zionist reading of Jewish and non-Jewish his- 
tory. Central to this is my claim that all diaspora societies in 
which Jews live, including the State of Israel, are places of con- 
tention and complexity for Jews. This is not unique to Jewish his- 
tory. The identical claim could be made for any diaspora people 
that maintains its sense of identity. The situation of the moment 
has required Jews to rethink the role of the center (Israel) in the 
definition of what it means to be Jewish in the modern world. 
This, however, is not substantially different from the relationship 
of, for example, South Asians in a diaspora from national states 
that have existed not much longer than the modern state of Israel. 
South Asians have come to identify with those new national 
(postcolonial) states—India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh—in 
which they often have never lived, but to which they can and do 
return. This is equally true of the vast Chinese diaspora. Is the 
China with which they identify the People’s Republic, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, or Singapore? Is it classical Chinese culture beyond 
the politics represented by the identical statue of Confucius that 
graces the Chinatowns in New York City and in Manchester, 
England. Or is it, as with many South Asians, a vaguely conceived 
historical or cultural homeland that exists in cultural artifacts 
such as art, literature, food, and the echoes or realities of religious 
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practice? This agglomeration of cultural elements, at least in 
Chicago, means that it seems easier to speak of South Asian cul- 
ture in the diaspora than within the national states in South 
Asia—or indeed in an amalgam of all of these, once or twice re- 
moved from the daily realities of a distanced, real homeland. 

What binds together these diasporas (and others such as the 
Greek or the Irish) is their identification with a nationalist project 
that is quite modern. This nationalist project demands that the na- 
tional states of the nineteenth and twentieth century be seen as a 
natural or divine continuation of a longer mythic history. This is 
nowhere more true than in the history of the idea of Greece from 
the eighteenth century through to the creation of the modern 
Greek state as we see it at the beginning of the twenty-first cen- 
tury. The move from an imagined community to a national state 
seems seamless, especially when it is viewed from the diaspora. 
New national states build their mythologies into their creation. 
We are at a point where we can begin to examine the conflicts and 
compromises that exist in a diaspora situation that is always ori- 
ented on a homeland. This homeland itself has been transformed 
with the creation of a modern national state and, often, with the 
demand for a return to build or rebuild the new state. For Jews, 
nineteenth-century Zionism was the articulation of that demand. 
In our post-Zionist age, the radical claims of Zionism for a Jewish 
state to end the Diaspora of all the Jews of the world have been 
drawn into question. It is possible to examine how the life on the 
“frontier,” in which such diasporas always exist, shaped not only 
the intellectual and cultural work in the diaspora but also the very 
formation of a new national culture in the new national state. 

One further common denominator of these dispersed peo- 
ples should be noted: the success that such groups have had in 
their diaspora experience. Success is a word rarely spoken in dis- 
cussing the Jewish experience. The focus has been (quite cor- 
rectly) on the horrors of anti-Semitism and the Shoah in the 
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Jewish diaspora in the United States. The reduction of modern 
Jewish history to a history of victimhood is possible only in soci- 
eties such as that of the United States, where Jews have become 
successful as formers and shapers of culture. By contrast, it was 
virtually impossible to produce major texts that dealt with the 
Shoah in the state of Israel during its formative years. Only over 
the past few decades have major writers, such as Yehuda Amichai 
and David Grossman, produced such texts that appealed to a 
broader audience in Israel and beyond. This shift in Jewish cul- 
tural production and identity is a reflex of the very notion of the 
frontier, which is not seen as a displacement from the center but 
as a new beginning. It is similar to the attempt of eastern Euro- 
pean Jews coming to North America in the late nineteenth cen- 
tury to reshape themselves as new Americans, and in so doing 
they stripped themselves of any identification with Russia or 
Russian Poland. They were Jews and chose to reformulate their 
identities as they felt only antipathy to their “homeland” and saw 
America as the “Golden Land” of promise. Virtually no Eastern 
European Jews or their progeny feel any identity with Russia or 
Poland as national states. Likewise, Jews escaping (or having es- 
caped) Central Europe before, during, and after the Shoah felt 
little compelling identity (except perhaps on the level of cultural 
practice) with their land of national origin. 

The first essay in this volume presents a theoretical argument 
for dealing with a post-Zionist idea of Jewish culture that includes 
contemporary Israel as well as Jewish cultural production through 
the world. Cultural production (in this book, represented by the 
writing of novels and the making of films) is for me a litmus test, as 
it is the means by which one can present thought experiments 
about identity formation in the most easily packaged way. To actu- 
ally experiment with real human beings in the manner that a nov- 
elist or filmmaker creates characters and contexts is virtually 
impossible, but the thought experiments that are fixed in cultural 
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objects reflect how these creative individuals think about identity 
in their world. 

This volume concentrates on a series of questions. First, how 
do Jews and non-Jews imagine the idea of the Shoah within the 
mass media at the end of the twentieth century? The first two es- 
says examine two different frontier situations in which individuals 
find themselves displaced and reconstituting an identity in a new 
cultural space. The first sketches the development of a Jewish 
identity in postwar Communist East Germany and the creation of 
the first major comic novel (and film) about the Shoah, written by 
Shoah survivor Jurek Becker. The second examines the appropria- 
tion of the victim status, attributed to the Jews in the post-Shoah 
world, by the non-Jewish Italian filmmaker Roberto Benigni and 
the unparalleled success of his comic film. Both essays show the 
struggle for control of a medium of mass culture (film) over repre- 
sentations of the Shoah. How and why the films take the form that 
they do, and how each of necessity wrestles with the idea of the 
Jew in the culture of post-Shoah East Germany and Italy, is the 
subject of the first section. The frontier experience is that of a 
global culture of the cinema with truly localized origins in which 
the competition for the attention of the public often masks the 
local needs and demands of the writer or filmmaker. This is not a 
Jewish problem, even if the theme of the Shoah is the most in- 
tensely Jewish theme of the latter half of the twentieth century. 
Rather, the question remains: Who owns the Shoah? Who can (or 
cannot) use it, and are there acceptable or unacceptable ways of 
representing it? Perhaps more elegantly put: How does the local 
context of any presentation of the Shoah make it more or less ac- 
ceptable and for which audiences is it not acceptable? Each inter- 
pretive community constructs an identity that claims the right to 
represent (or deny) history and make it its own. 

Second, my exploration of Jewish fantasies on the frontier of 
Diaspora existence addresses the fantasies of the Jewish body 
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both within and outside the Jewish community. No better exam- 
ple is the century-old association of Jews with the smoking of to- 
bacco. Here the question arises of the “special nature” of the 
Jewish body, as debated by Jews and non-Jews alike, around such 
practices as the smoking of cigars that have multilayered mean- 
ings in modern society. These fantasies shape Jewish self- 
representations in many ways, even in the work of writers who 
are only tangentially Jewish, such as Marcel Proust. Third, how 
do traditional ideas of the Jewish body and modern ones, such as 
the most recent findings about the human genome, shape the sci- 
ence associated with studying the Jewish body? Proust and Franz 
Kafka are two embodiments of the preoccupation with fantasies 
about a Jewish body being marked, being inherently different, 
being corrupt and diseased, that dominated the rise of anti-Se- 
mitic pseudoscience in the nineteenth century. Both are aware of 
the power of these images. Each deals with this fantasy in his own 
manner, and each grapples with it in ways that are typical as well 
as atypical of his time. The final essay in this section looks at the 
close of the twentieth century and the reappearance of a discourse 
about Jewish illness that echoes and yet is very different from that 
of the late nineteenth century. Now the science is better (if not 
perfect) and the construction of an “ill” Jewish body seems to be 
simply a consequence of the reality of genetically transmitted ill- 
ness in groups. Yet, it is clear that contemporary Jews grapple 
with the notion of their identities as Jews and as individuals with 
the possibility of transmitting illnesses in equally ambivalent 
ways. These concerns are not uncommon among diaspora com- 
munities; this is not a Jewish problem. The nineteenth-century 
pseudoscientific idea that the Irish body or the Chinese body was 
diseased and dangerous, as well as the discovery of other genetic 
cohorts that are more or less conterminous with patterns of ge- 
netically transmitted illness in the past decade, parallels the situa- 
tion of the Jews. But modern Jewish culture, more than most, 
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became a medicalized culture, as the body of the Jew was more 
often than not the case study for racial or genetic difference. 

Finally, what happens when everyone knows what is going on 
with images and their history, as in modern multicultural writing? 
What happens when the interpretative community seems not to 
be hostile to the Jews (as a conceptual structure) but to embrace 
diversity, including the Jews? Today we all seem to agree that 
groups have a specific or a particular culture related to their ethnic 
or religious or class definition. Today identity is so widely as- 
sumed, even in casual conversation, and culture is taken for 
granted in explaining identity and behavior. Does this actually 
change the function of the image of the Jew in the thought experi- 
ments of multicultural writers? The image of the Jew, even when 
it is self-consciously placed against traditions of anti-Semitic rhet- 
oric, comes to fill the contours of that rhetoric. Notions such as 
hybridity that were supposed to answer the pressures on Jewish 
“difference” (whether that of the stereotyped “Oriental” Jew or 
the “cosmopolitan”) reveal themselves to present another case of 
conflict on the frontier of multiculturalism. The Jewish self-image 
in high and mass culture shows the ongoing struggle with Jewish 
cultural success, as demonstrated by the work of Jews using Jewish 
themes (for example, Saul Bellow and Steven Spielberg in the 
United States). Coupled with the normalization of Israel as a na- 
tional state, with all of the difficulties of a simple identification of 
Jews with the contemporary Israeli project, the image of a Jewish 
culture on the frontier points toward a productive set of cultural 
exchanges in the postcolonial world. 

‘These essays were written over the past two years. The first 
chapter, used with permission of the University of Illinois Press, 
appeared in a different form as the introduction to Jewries at the 
Frontier: Accommodations, Identity, Conflicts (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1999, edited by Milton Shain and me); 
the chapter on Jurek Becker in a much different form as “Jurek 
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Becker and Cultural Resistance in the German Democratic Re- 
public,” the inaugural Heinz Bluhm Memorial Lecture (Boston 
College, 2001); the chapter on Benigni as “Is Life Beautiful? Can 
the Shoah Be Funny? Some Thoughts on Recent and Older 
Films,” Critical Inquiry 26 (2000): 279-308; the Proust chapter as 
“Proust’s Nose,” Social Research 67 (2000): 61-80. They were re- 
vised as a volume and the additional essays were written while I 
was a Berlin Prize fellow at the American Academy in Berlin. I 
wish to thank the academy’s director, Gary Smith, as well as the 
staff for their support. 


Berlin 
June 1, 2001 


INTRODUCTION 


THE FRONTIER AS A MODEL 
FOR JEWISH HISTORY 


THE PROBLEM OF A CENTER OR 
CORE-PERIPHERY MODEL 


NINETEENTH- AND TWENTIETH-CENTURY ZIONISM PROM- 
ised to solve the “problem” of Diaspora Jews. The problem was 
defined as the inevitable alienation experienced by Jews attempt- 
ing to become citizens in nations that designated them inherently 
unassimilable. Zionism promised to provide a constant, uncon- 
flicted identity for them by making them citizens of a new nation 
state during an age in which national citizenship provided the pri- 
mary point of identification. At the beginning of the twenty-first 
century this promise has now been shown to be problematic. We 
live in an age where national states themselves are of lesser impor- 
tance for identity formation. The very fabric of state-based iden- 
tity has been shown to be a composite resulting from the willing 
or unwilling movements of people over time and across space. All 
individuals create their sense of themselves out of this composite 
whose global scope is now quite evident. The promise of a stable 
identity for all Jews rooted in a specific Jewish (but also demo- 
cratic and multiethnic) state has given way to the renewed impor- 
tance of a complex Diaspora identity. Israeli identity is just as 
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conflicted as any other national identity with its various undercur- 
rents and tensions. Indeed, part of the Diaspora in the twenty-first 
century is the new presence of Israeli Jews, with all their conflicted, 
multiple identities (secular, religious, ethnic, class) throughout the 
world.! 

Let me share an epiphany with you. I found myself one day at 
Bet-Ha-Tefutzot, the Museum of the Diaspora in Israel, a space de- 
voted to the documentation of the cultural achievements of the Di- 
aspora. It is a self-conscious parallel to Yad Vashem, the memorial 
and museum of the Shoah, which documents the victimization of 
Diaspora Jews. Inscribed at the entrance of the Museum of the Di- 
aspora, as Arnold Eisen in Galut: Modern Reflections on Homelessness 
and Homecoming imagines, is the implicit admonition: “Remember 
where you stand. Only the Land around you is real. The rest is not. 
If you come from a Diaspora of the present, know that sooner than 
you think, your community too will be part of our past, a room in 
our museum.”” When I first experienced this, my sense was that 
the foundation of the state of Israel had made the life of Diaspora 
Jews somehow simpler, if more stressful. ‘Today this epiphany of a 
Diaspora Jew reading such a statement in what still claims to be a 
non-Diaspora, Zionist space brings home to me that the overarch- 
ing model for Jewish history has been that of the center, or core, 
and the periphery. Used extensively by sociologists in the late nine- 
teenth and early twentieth century, this model had been reinforced 
by the role that Israel has had in reshaping the narrative of Jewish 
history. It was (and remains) the model of “you” and “us.” It is the 
imagined center that defines me as being on the periphery. Israel, 
the lost Garden of Eden, the City on the Hill, is the center; all the 
rest of Jewish experience is on the periphery. Recently the so-called 
revisionist historians of Israel (such as Zeev Sternhell and Yael 
Zerubavel) have pointed to the necessary mythmaking that went 
into the construction of the very idea of Israel in the course of the 
twentieth century.’ But even they still assume a central role for this 
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mythic identity in writing the history of the Jews. Today such a 
model no longer seems adequate for the writing of any aspect of 
Jewish history, including that of Zionism and of the state of Israel. I 
want to argue in this volume that a new model, that of the frontier, 
would be more appropriate for a reading of modern Jewish experi- 
ence. The frontier model also exists as an imagined space and often 
intersects and coexists with the center-periphery model, but overall 
offers a more nuanced reading of Jewish experience. 

The complexities of the models for Jewish identity and histo- 
riography rest in part on the links between knowing who you are 
(identity) and knowing how you came to be who you are (history). 
The links between questions of identity, identification and history, 
and historiography rest on the construction of organizational cate- 
gories by the authors and the readers of texts. We inscribe who we 
believe ourselves to be and where we believe we came from in 
these texts we call history. Identity is what you imagine yourself 
and the other to be; history and historiography is the writing of 
the narratives of that difference. 

Since the post-Egyptian biblical narrative, the reader finds the 
center defined as the God-given space of the Jews speaking the au- 
thentic language of the Jews; all other Jewish experience lies be- 
yond. But beyond is a space poisoned by the very notion of the 
center. The competing notions of Diaspora and Galut that struc- 
ture Jewish historiography presuppose a model of center and pe- 
riphery and condemn the periphery to remain marginal. These 
concepts can be understood as either cosmopolitan (good) or root- 
less (bad) in their expression. The Jews are either the exemplary 
people at home in the world or are so isolated from any natural at- 
tachment to place that they become the consummate mimics of 
everyone else on the frontier. 

After the founding of the state of Israel, one of the great diffi- 
culties facing Jews (and non-Jews) is that they have had to under- 
stand the existence of Jewish life beyond Israel or the Holy Land. 
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How can this be seen as a valid life experience authentically ex- 
pressed in an adequate language or discourse when only Hebrew 
and the idea of return seems to be an authentic model for Jewish 
identity? For a millennium this had been the distance from an 
imagined, textually based center—Torah as the symbolic topogra- 
phy of the missing center. Following the founding of the state of 
Israel, though, exile has meant exile from a real, geographically 
bounded place, while the act of returning, endlessly postponed, is 
now a possibility. The traditional center-periphery models of the 
meaning of the exile experience for Jews still provide good ways to 
understand this Jewish experience. 

‘The contradictory yet overlapping models of a Diaspora as 
opposed to a Galut has formed the Jewish self-understanding of 
exile. The voluntary dispersion of the Jews (“Galut” or “Golah”) is 
articulated as inherently different from the involuntary exile of the 
Jews (“Diaspora”). These two models exist simultaneously in Jew- 
ish history in the image of uprooted and powerless Jews on the 
one hand, and rooted and empowered Jews on the other. It is pos- 
sible to have a firm, meaningful cultural experience as a Jew in the 
Diaspora or to feel alone and abandoned in the Galut (as well as 
vice versa)—two people can live in the very same space and time 
and can experience that space and time in antithetical ways. In- 
deed, the same person can find his or her existence bounded con- 
ceptually by these two models at different times and in different 
contexts. 

The notion of a dispersion of the Jews is inscribed in the 
‘Torah in a specific manner with negative, punishing overtones. 
This dispersion represents punishment for the transgression of 
specific boundaries. (Here the very sense of the boundary is linked 
to clear definitions of what is taboo within the belief system of 
rabbinic Judaism.) The idea of a textual model for the Diaspora 
rooted in the Torah and reflected in other writings is important to 
any comprehension of a Jewish articulation of the meaning of 
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exile. The very assumption of the Diaspora, however, is ambigu- 
ous and contradictory even though it carries the force of divine 
revelation incorporated in texts. Is God’s punishment part of the 
covenantal relationship He creates with the Jews? It is an abstrac- 
tion read into Jewish (and human) history from the expulsion from 
the Garden of Eden to Moses’ death outside of the Promised 
Land. 

The Galut, on the other hand, is often understood as the ex- 
perienced reality of being in exile, structured, however, by the in- 
ternalization of the textual notion of the Diaspora, tempered by 
the daily experience (good or bad) of life in the world. The Jew ex- 
periences the daily life of exile through the mirror of the biblical 
model of the expulsion, whether it be the expulsion from the Gar- 
den of Eden or freedom from slavery in Egypt. If these two expe- 
riences are parallel, if life in the Galut is harsh and painful (as it 
often was), it seems a further proof of the validity of the model of 
the Diaspora. The South African Jewish writer Sandra Braude has 
stated this succinctly: “But Jews tend to forget that there is only 
one promised land, and that they seldom are permitted to remain 
in any one place for longer than three generations.”* It is the 
“land” that shapes the center-periphery model. Historians, such as 
Jacob Neusner in Sel/f-fulfilling Prophecy: Exile and Return in the 
History of fudaism, have argued for a material understanding of this 
notion of Diaspora.’ For him it is the model of wilderness and 
land, the dialectic between tent and house, nomadism and agricul- 
ture, wilderness and Canaan, wandering and settlement, Diaspora 
and state. W. D. Davies has argued, in The Territorial Dimension in 
Judaism, that this dichotomy is well-balanced in the Bible, that for 
every quote praising wilderness as the decisive factor in Judaism, 
there could be found a counterpart praise of the Land of Zion.° 

Such a model has different readings from different positions. 
Certainly a gendered reading of the center-periphery would and 
does provide quite different inflections of the model. But the 
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domination of the model even levels the implication of gender for 
the writing of a history of Jewish culture and life.’ For center- 
periphery models demand a specific type of hegemonic orienta- 
tion. In the writing of women’s history, the core becomes the 
family and the periphery, the world. Such models in the writing 
of the history of Jewish women tend to recapitulate the complexi- 
ties of the role that the center-periphery has for the writing of all 
aspects of Jewish history. No place is this more clearly seen than 
in the writing of the history of the Jews after the Shoah. 

If there is a postmodern reading of the center-periphery 
model that dominates the writing of Diaspora history in the 
1990s, it is the shift of the center from Jerusalem to the Shoah. 
Such a reading of the Shoah, Holocaust, Churban—the Yiddish 
term for the murder of the Jews—as the new center of Jewish his- 
tory and historiography places the rest of Jewish history into a new 
periphery. In light of this it becomes necessary to define Jewish 
history either teleologically or metaphorically in terms of this new 
center. Readings of Jewish history from the Middle Ages to the 
1920s become nothing more than preparation for the appearance 
of the Shoah. Studies of anti-Semitism as a European phenome- 
non come to make sense only in terms of its relationship to the 
new center, the Shoah. Indeed, even studies of the origin and 
meaning of the state of Israel in all its forms are read in terms of 
the Shoah. Given the power in the writing of Jewish history that 
understands the center-periphery model to be normative, its 
translation into a Shoah-centered model with its intimations of 
meaning and punishment seems frighteningly logical. 

Thus Daniel Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Willing Executioners postu- 
lates a relatively straight path from medieval Jew hatred to the 
Shoah.® The center of Jewish history becomes the Shoah and all 
Jewish experience comes to prefigure it. Unlike Goldhagen, I un- 
derstand that there is a complicated history of anti-Semitism (for 
me a blanket term for Jew hatred) in the Christian West which is 
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different than simple ubiquitous xenophobia. I see this as stemming 
from the very origins of Christianity and its constant need to dis- 
tance itself from Judaism and the Jews. What Goldhagen views as 
eliminationist anti-Semitism, the desire to destroy all Jews every- 
where, is present even in the early church. Goldhagen provides a 
model for anti-Semitism in Germany that explains the Shoah, the 
very center of his argument. Germany becomes a limited, specific 
case that in a complex way absolves all other nation-states of anti- 
Semitism. Given the specificity of the self-conscious construction 
of a German Staatsnation (in the sense of Friedrich Meinecke) in 
the place of a Ku/turnation and the movement from the status and 
power of religious anti-Semitism to the new status of scientific 
racism at the close of the nineteenth century, the function of anti- 
Semitism in Germany is clearly different from that in France or 
Austria. The Sonderweg debate was whether Germany and “the 
Germans,” however defined, were different from other European 
“nations” or “peoples” at the end of the nineteenth and beginning 
of the twentieth centuries. Indeed, comparative studies are begin- 
ning to pinpoint specifically the function of such stereotypes in un- 
derstanding German culture in contrast with other self-consciously 
constructed national and local cultures in Central Europe. This is 
not to say that nineteenth- and early twentieth-century German 
culture in its construction of Germanness, the Germans, and the 
Jews was better or worse than in other national cultures; only that 
it fulfilled a different function. All of this means that, in my read- 
ing, the presence of what Goldhagen labels “eliminationist” (rather 
than exclusionist) anti-Semitism in Germany was necessary but not 
sufficient for the Shoah to take place. However, if we employ the 
model of the frontier rather than of the center-periphery, then a 
reading of the experience of the Jews at the German frontier would 
eliminate the seeming centrality of the Shoah for an understanding 
of Jew hatred. It would allow for a new reading of anti-Semitism as 
endemic rather than as teleologically resulting in the Shoah. 
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‘The center-periphery model in the writing of Jewish history is 
in truth a symbolic structure for the understanding of the impossi- 
bility of a Diaspora life. Such a definition demands the existence of 
a real center and thus defines the Jews in terms of their relation- 
ship to that center. An alternative model would be that of 
Jonathan Boyarin, who comments that “postmodern sensibilities 
allow us to recuperate the alternative (and in this sense traditional) 
resource of identifying with Jews as a collective through continu- 
ity (coextension in time) at least as much as through contiguity 
(coextension in space).”? This partial rejection of “land” means 
that “Jews can only constitute themselves as such in relation to 
others who are both like and unlike them” (128). In spite of his in- 
sight into the redefinition of the Jews as a temporal rather than as 
a topographic category, Boyarin himself falls into an attenuated 
center-periphery model in his suggesting “a postmodern ideal of 
Diaspora” (124). I would see this as transcending rather than in- 
scribing the center-periphery model which cannot be postmodern 
in any way. 

If Jewish experience contradicts the expectations of the Dias- 
pora model, for example in the Golden Age of the Jews in Spain or 
the exile of Jews in the United States, the meaning of the model 
becomes muddled. This is certainly the case in the late twentieth 
century. ‘Today, the pervasiveness of the center-periphery model 
(Diaspora, borderlands, margins, and the like) for a conceptualiza- 
tion of Jewish history is fraught with difficulties. We experience 
the simple reversal of the condemnation of the periphery as the 
place of failure and punishment. The margin becomes either the 
space of alienation from Yiddishkeit (as the inscription at the Dias- 
pora Museum notes), or it becomes the pure site of Jewish radical- 
ity, creativity, intellectual empowerment. Today we have seen a 
radical transvaluation of the meaning ascribed to the periphery. 
Diaspora has come to mean deterritorialized; homeless; rootless; 
displaced; dispersed; nomadic; discontinuous; hybrid; plural; in- 
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commensurable; interstitial; minor. All of these terms have perme- 
ated the critical and historical appropriation of the center- 
periphery model. In a world defined as multicultural, they have 
reversed their traditional meanings and have come to mark the de- 
sirability of life at the margin rather than its failure. This romanti- 
cization of the periphery is just as deadly dangerous as it presents 
only the margins as the space for cultural success. By abandoning 
both center and periphery and by focusing only on the frontier ex- 
perience without any positive or negative reference to an assumed 
center, a new Jewish history can provide more adequate models 
for the interpretation of Jewish identities and histories. 

Both positive and negative readings are inherent to the 
center-periphery model and both point up its problem—authen- 
ticity. Either the authentic is at the center and only at the center; 
or the flight from the center is the hallmark of the authentic. The 
one marker that seems constant is that of language—whether it is 
Hebrew at the center and the false, base Diaspora languages of the 
Jews at the margin; or Yiddish at the center and the false lapse into 
languages of acculturation or assimilation at the margin; or Ger- 
man, Magyar, English at the center and the peripheral and false 
languages of victimhood (Yiddish or German) at the margins. Our 
center-periphery is always articulated in terms of the struggle for 
an authentic Jewish language. 


LANGUAGE AS KEY 


“Next Year in Jerusalem?” asks the Israeli, American Jewish 
philosopher Richard Schusterman in his paean (while in exile in 
America) to the formative power for creating an authentic Jewish 
identity only in relationship to a mythic center.'° Having returned 
to the United States (also a real and a mythic space), he finds him- 
self “no longer one of the redeemed ascenders to full Jewish na- 
tional identity (o/im) but one of the fallen (yordim) who lives in 
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what is termed ‘exile’ (Galut). However, I’m not yet sure whether I 
should be written off as a yored. For not merely do I maintain a 
love for Israel, whose experience and way of life have structured so 
much of my own that it is an inalienable part of me; but I have not 
renounced the option of going back to resettle there and thus to 
reenact the myth of return, that, I argue, is quintessential to Jew- 
ish identity. But such a return, in contrast to my official aliyah, will 
indeed be an actual return as well as a mythic one, for I will have 
already been there before.” (295) And Schusterman tags his Jewish 
identity in his American text by interpolating the authentic lan- 
guage and/or discourse of the center-periphery model, Hebrew, 
into his parenthetic model, saying in effect, I write in English, the 
language of cultural hegemony, but within me resides the true Jew, 
whose language “is quintessential to Jewish identity.” Language is 
a primary marker of the center-periphery model in the under- 
standing of Jewish identity and the writing of Jewish history.'! 

In the same volume of philosophical discussions of Jewish 
identity in which Schusterman’s essay appeared, Gabriel Josipovici 
bemoans the problem of the meaning of language by evoking his 
models of margins. He is quite a different Jew by his own defini- 
tion (“not circumcised, have not taken my bar mitzvah, do not at- 
tend synagogue or celebrate any of the feasts” [309] and, one 
might add, living in England, not Israel). He quotes Kafka’s diary 
entry “in which he examines why the German language, which is 
the only one he really knows, is incapable of expressing in the 
word Mutter his own (Jewish) sense of his mother; or Proust’s de- 
scription of Marcel’s despair at not being able to express his sense 
of joy at the way the sunlight strikes the river and being reduced to 
banging his umbrella on the ground and crying ‘Zut zut zut’”!? 
(314). Here Josipovici interpolates Kafka’s “Jewish” response to 
his German into his own English, for him, now a language that 
can only approximate his exilic condition; yet Proust’s inarticulate 
sounds are not at all labeled as Jewish. Who is more Jewish? ‘The 
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writer who reflects on the inability of his language to carry mean- 
ing (while showing that it does) or the one reduced to describing 
the inarticulate banging of the umbrella? Both are, of course, 
merely enactments of modernist conventions about language. 
Proust’s language is certainly as expressive as Kafka’s in stating its 
inexpressiveness. As Josipovici himself notes, all writers doubt the 
power of their own language and/or discourse to express the world 
that they imagine. But for the Jew (self-defined and temporally de- 
fined as the other—whether Kafka, Proust or Josipovici), language 
on the margin becomes the testing place for the notion of an au- 
thentic language of the Jews: even the language that one does pos- 
sess is drawn into question. 

The authentic is tied by the center-periphery model in Jewish 
history to language. It is clear that such a symbolic model has 
structured the writing of Jewish history—or perhaps better, the 
history of the Jews—from at least Flavius Josephus. Even insight- 
ful historiographers, such as Arnaldo Momigliano, share the 
model while being quite clear in their understanding of its limita- 
tion.!? It is striking, however, that the hidden litmus test for the 
center-periphery model is a quality of the Jewish experience that is 
ambiguous in its very nature: the function of language and/or dis- 
course as a marker of Jewish identity. Thus, Momigliano writes 
that modern ideas of the Diaspora, such as those held by the histo- 
rian Pierre Vidal-Naquet, overlap with that of Flavius Josephus: 
“Flavius Josephus, the historian of the war of 70 A.D., is a Jew who 
speaks Aramaic and writes first in Aramaic. It is only after he has 
acquired Roman citizenship and settled in Rome that he begins, 
with some difficulty, to write in Greek. By adopting Greek pat- 
terns of thought Flavius signified his distance from Palestinian 
Jews, but at the same time wrote an apology of Judaism” (69). In 
all cases Josephus remains essentially Jewish: “Flavius Josephus is 
far from secularizing his categories of judgment” (75). For 
Momigliano the key to his reading of Josephus is the fact that 
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Josephus ignores the synagogue and the tradition of the apoca- 
lypse. Both are linked in the notion of the center of the Jewish ex- 
perience to Jerusalem but also to Hebrew as the liturgical 
language of the Temple (not the Aramaic of everyday life). Since 
Josephus is on the margins—in both historical and geographic 
terms—of the Roman empire, his sensibilities come to represent 
the Diaspora tradition for Momigliano. Rome or Paris or Chicago 
can be understood as the periphery if the Diaspora is taken only in 
relationship to the unarticulated center (Jerusalem). Further, that 
center must be timeless, unlike the world of the Diaspora, which is 
defined as temporally bound. Thus in Momigliano’s model, Jose- 
phus’s retelling of the Torah for his Roman readers binds it to the 
world of Greco-Roman culture while the purity of his mental con- 
struct shows his relationship to transcendental Jewish conceptual 
categories. 

Josephus is also the prime example of problems perceived 
when Jews live at the symbolic margin. It is not that all Jews be- 
came Hellenistic critics of Maccabean power—not all Jews so 
overidentify with Rome while writing in Greek—but the line be- 
tween the poles of the religious fanaticism of Masada and total ac- 
culturation became a permanent marker of the Jews in the 
Diaspora. Josephus’s position, according to Momigliano, came to 
be marked by a need to repress the center-periphery model and its 
language in his conceptualization of the historical process of the 
Jews and to replace it with a new center, the language of Greco- 
Roman historiography. 

For Momigliano, the patterns of thought of the Franco- 
Jewish historian of the Holocaust Pierre Vidal-Naquet and his 
use of French come to represent the “good” Jew using the lan- 
guages of the Diaspora to reveal rather than disguise his Jewish- 
ness. Vidal-Naquet represents in his estimation the positive 
values of a Jewish historiography on the periphery, one that is 
conscious of its Jewishness. But there is still a specter that haunts 
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Momigliano’s notion of the authentic Jewish historian: it is the 
distance from the center, a center now real, existing in Israel 
rather than symbolic, existing in the Jewish (read: Hebrew) texts 
that uniquely formed his Jewish Italian identity as a child. In a 
complicated way, Momigliano uses Josephus as the negative 
image of acculturation and Vidal-Naquet as the positive one. 
Vidal-Naquet represents the world of Romanic Judaism which 
Momigliano identifies as his own: “Vidal-Naquet has not forgot- 
ten and will not forget that he is Jewish, one of the Jews from the 
Arba’ Kehillot, from the ‘four communities’ of the Contado Ve- 
nassino, whose center is in Carpentras; ever since the Middle 
Ages, generations of rabbis and doctors, and more recently musi- 
cians, politicians, writers, and scientists, have come from Carpen- 
tras in very high proportions compared to their small numbers. 
Both Vidal-Naquet’s father, who participated in the Resistance in 
1940, and his mother, were deported and killed at Auschwitz by 
the Nazis” (68). This is a biography that echoes the autobio- 
graphical account of Momigliano’s youth and upbringing that 
prefaces the volume of his essays on Judaism (xxv—xxviii). 
Momigliano’s town Caraglio is a space for Jews and his Jew- 
ishness is that of text, including the Jewish mysticism of the Zohar. 
He is raised in a religious orthodoxy unusual among his peers and 
he remains conscious, unlike Josephus, of synagogue and lan- 
guage. His “father and mother were among the victims” of the 
Nazis (xxvii). Momigliano comes to represent the problems of the 
Diaspora model that seem to end in the Shoah, the ultimate con- 
demnation of the periphery, and yet, as in his work and that of 
Vidal-Naquet, continue at the margins after the Shoah. Josephus’s 
Greek, Vidal-Naquet’s French, and Momigliano’s Italian come to 
represent languages and cultural traditions on the periphery rather 
than the new site of cultural dispute. And yet, in Momigliano’s 
words, there is the desire for the traditions of Diaspora Jews to be 
unbounded in terms of time. His genealogies show the continuity 
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of Jewish life before and (in his own work) after the Shoah. It is 
the dream of a new center on the periphery. 

Recent non-Jewish critiques of the use of the Diaspora model, 
such as that by the Irish American anthropologist Benedict Ander- 
son, point to the need for an alternative manner of imagining the 
historical movement of people.!* Anderson’s stress on “today’s 
long-distance nationalism,” the globalization of national identity, 
is seen by him as a reflex of “capitalism’s remorseless, accelerating 
transformation of all human societies” (327). He too sees the 
process of national identity as a process of interaction on the mar- 
gins. He comments that the construction of the “native” is a 
white-on-black negative. “The nativeness of natives is always un- 
moored, its real significance hybrid and oxymoronic. It appears 
when Moors, heathens, Mohammedans, savages, Hindoos, and so 
forth are becoming obsolete, that is not only when, in the proxim- 
ity of real print-encounter, substantial numbers of Vietnamese 
read, write, and perhaps speak French but also when Czechs do 
the same with German and Jews with Hungarian. Nationalism’s 
purities (and thus also cleansings) are set to emerge exactly with 
hybridity” (316). The collapse of the Diaspora model in the con- 
temporary world (in contrast to Momigliano’s romanticization of 
its tenacity) is the result of the ability to shift language. 
Momigliano makes Hebrew and the synagogue the touchstone of 
identity. The true center was replaced by French as the cultural 
equivalent of Hebrew, following the accepted model of the A/- 
lance israelite universelle, or by German following the lead of the 
Hilfsverein der deutschen fuden (the Welfare Society of the German 
Jews) as the cultural center for German Jews in the nineteenth 
century. This language hegemony extended into the United 
States, as Michael Meyer has shown.'° Remember, German and 
French were the languages of the schools founded to turn the Jews 
of the Orient into Western Jews. It is the modern mobility of lan- 
guage (for Anderson, tied to modern technology and print) that 
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now defines hybridity—and it is of course an older and more ideo- 
logically suspect maker than even he credits. Anderson is thus an- 
swering to a degree James Clifford’s image of all of those exiles, 
migrants, displaced peoples caught up in a margin of nonmove- 
ment within a tyrant economy of movement.'¢ Clifford’s vision of 
the periphery, unlike those of Momigliano or Anderson, is totally 
disempowering. He is aware that the romanticization of the pe- 
riphery creates a new center and perpetuates the model of the 
marginal. It is language that marks all of these readings of exodus 
and the periphery. It is language that can also provide a key to an 
alternative model for viewing Jewish history, the model of the 
frontier. 


THE FRONTIER AS AN ALTERNATIVE 


Let us imagine a new Jewish history written as the history of the 
Jews at the frontier, a history with no center, a history marked by 
the dynamics of change, confrontation, and accommodation, a 
history that focuses on the present and in which all participants 
are given voice. The frontier is not the periphery, as it relates only 
to itself. It is the conceptual and physical space where groups in 
motion meet, confront, alter, destroy, and build. It is the place of 
the “migrant culture of the in-between” as both a transitional and 
translational phenomenon, one that “dramatizes the activity of 
culture’s untranslatability,” according to Homi Bhabha.” It is 
clear that the frontier is a modern, if not a postmodern, concept. 
The word itself is not to be found in the King James Bible. And 
yet by the Revised Standard Version of the mid-twentieth century, 
the concept of the frontier begins to infiltrate an English reading 
of the text.'® 

Passages in the Revised Standard Version reflect a postcolo- 
nial English reading of the sense of place, a place not defined by a 
center and a periphery but by a constant sense of confrontation at 
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the margin. The Jews go out and confront others at the margins— 
where they too become marginal. Is it war? avoidance? intermar- 
riage? accommodation? acculturation? that can result on the 
frontier? All, of course, are possible when the inhabitants of Israel 
meet the Jewish others, “the Reubenites and the Gadites and the 
half-tribe of Manas’she,” or the non-Jewish others, the Moabites 
or even the sons of Lot at the frontier. It is the focus on this space, 
a rupture of the frontier from the center, that can provide the 
space not only of confrontation but also of accommodation (both 
concepts having negative and positive valances). 

The frontier is a colonial and a postcolonial concept that is 
applicable in complex ways to the writing of a new Jewish history. 
‘Today we should move from the King James Version, with its 
missing “frontier” and its evocation of London as the new 
Jerusalem, to the New English Bible, not because it is aesthetically 
superior, but because it reinscribes a series of colonial and post- 
colonial images onto the language of the Hebrew Bible which may 
well clarify a new reading of Jewish history. If language, even the 
language of the Bible, can be viewed as a litmus test of the forma- 
tion of a Jewish identity however defined, the submerged model 
for the writing of Jewish history, which also is present in Tanakh, 
is that of the frontier. 

This is not to advocate the reduction of the Jew to a symbolic 
figure on the new stage of the frontier. I am quite attuned to the 
problems of symbolic representations of the Jew as an abstract fig- 
ure beyond history. The cultural critics Daniel and Jonathan Bo- 
yarin were quite right to call our attention to the political 
challenge implied in Jean-Francois Lyotard’s act of allegorizing 
the Jew as liminal man.!? It is equally false to separate the internal 
and external definitions of the Jew. It is the center-periphery 
model that enables this separation to seem natural as it presents 
one extreme as positive and the other as inauthentic. Once this 
model is suspended, the frontier becomes the space where the 
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complex interaction of the definitions of self and other are able to 
be constructed. Once we understand that the bipolar structure of 
center and periphery maintains the separation between real and 
symbolic definitions of the Jew, then the model of the frontier can 
lead to a new reading of Jewish history of the modern era. In this 
new reading, the symbolic becomes a meaningful function of both 
internal and external identity, an extension of the network of 
meaning into all aspects of our understanding of the Jews. 

The frontier in biblical terms is also marked by a specific re- 
lationship with all the inhabitants found there. The land (space or 
topology) that God gave to the Jews is as much Moses’ frontier as 
it was Abraham’s. In the King James Version of Genesis 17:5: 
“Neither shall thy name any more be called Abram, but thy name 
shall be Abraham; for a father of many nations have I made thee.” 
Abraham’s story is a tale of the frontier, for he “journeyed from 
thence toward the south country, and dwelled between Kadesh 
and Shur, and sojourned in Gerar” (21:1). Abraham’s being 
caught between Sarah (whom he disguises as his sister to stop 
Abimelech, the king of Gerar from raping her) and his bond- 
woman Hagar the Egyptian is typical of the experiences on the 
frontier, for which language, culture, and even sexuality are mark- 
ers. Sexual conflicts and accommodations on the frontier mirror 
cultural ones. These biblical nations are nations in conflict and 
change, ever shifting in their cultural definition and space. What 
language does Abraham speak? Hebrew, Chaldean, Ugric, Gerar- 
ian, if indeed such a language actually existed? He had to negoti- 
ate with people who spoke different tongues, had different social 
systems, saw him as enemy or ally. The tale of Abraham is the tale 
of the frontier, a frontier still without a true center. It is, as all 
biblical narratives are, repeated with variations throughout the 
Bible, each variation proving the truth of the original model. Just 
as the center-periphery model begins with the tale of the expul- 
sion from Eden, so too the model of the frontier begins with 
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Abraham and his confrontations during his wandering. Both 
models (like those of Diaspora and Galut) exist simultaneously in 
the symbolic space of the Bible, and yet each functions separately 
to provide different narratives for the history of the Jews. As in 
‘Talmud, it is not necessary to fix one single model or meaning as 
the authentic one. Rather, it is from the competition of multiple 
models that some sense of a pattern can be found. 

What if we heuristically assume the existence of this sub- 
merged biblical model of the frontier and apply it to modern Jew- 
ish history? Always at a frontier, often a material frontier, the Jews 
(however defined) understood this material frontier symbolically. 
Indeed, it becomes the space in which the Jews are defined and de- 
fine themselves. Here we must move from Flavius Josephus, the 
first century C.E., Greco-Roman Jewish historian, to his contem- 
porary, the Roman historian of the German frontier, ‘Tacitus (who 
did not like Jews very much), to examine both sides of the image. 
From Roman Germany through medieval Poland to nineteenth- 
century South Africa and the United States, Jews have always 
functioned on a permanent symbolic frontier. Israel itself was and 
remains a frontier state and so can be read outside of a center- 
periphery model. It is a place of the constant negotiation of iden- 
tity among Jews and between Jews and the other peoples who live 
there. It is a multicultural nation with a mandate as a Jewish state. 
It is a democracy that does not give innate political primacy to 
Jews, even though that is the reality. It is a land in which being 
Jewish has multiple meanings and yet one in which a narrow defi- 
nition of the Jew is mandated by the religious authorities who 
were given this right by a secular state. It is a land of multiple lan- 
guages and discourses. The very creation of modern Jewish iden- 
tity demanded a frontier sensibility at its core. 

‘The model of the frontier I imagine is not Frederick Jackson 
‘Turner’s model of the American frontier with its reliance on the 
manifest destiny of American expansion into the lands of the West. 
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My model is analogous to the stress on the materiality of the land 
that Jacob Neusner understands as the basis of the center-periphery 
model of Jewish history. One must think of the very concept of fron- 
tier as a structure of communal fantasy, as a model of imagining one- 
self in the world. The best example of such an imagining is the “New 
Western History,” that new model of understanding the American 
frontier. Stephen Aron notes that the New Western History began 
with Patricia Limerick’s casting off of Turner’s notion of the frontier 
as an “unsubtle concept for a subtle world.” But, Aron argues quite 
correctly, the frontier is the very center of a New Western History: 
“Rather than banishing the word for past offenses, western historians 
need to make the most of the frontier. Reconfigured as the lands 
where separate polities converged and competed, and where distinct 
cultures collided and occasionally coincided, the frontier unfolds the 
history of the Great West in ways that Turner never imagined.””? 
‘Turner, who used the idea of the frontier to define his understanding 
of America, would not have recognized the notion of the frontier 
today. For North American historians it is the new “F” word, accord- 
ing to Kerwin Lee Klein, for it seems to want to construct a new re- 
gionalism at the expense of a national identity.”! 

Yet this new regionalism is precisely the type of focus that a 
new Jewish history needs as it would take the various Diasporas 
seriously on their own merit. Charles ‘Taylor has suggested that 
group recognition is the primary means of creating and discrimi- 
nating among groups in a multicultural world.” It is in this light 
that the frontier becomes a useful concept replacing the finite and 
contested notion of the boundary. This process of recognition, 
however, can have negative as well as positive ramifications, as we 
become aware of the complexity of the interactions possible at the 
new frontier. However, it is the ability to balance the moment of 
the frontier experience with the general sense of integrative histo- 
ries of peoples that makes the frontier a useful category for the 
writing of the new Jewish history. 
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The frontier is, to use a poetic evocation as the German- 
language poet Hilde Domin did in an interview in the 1970s, a 
Jewish borderland. It was a way of seeing herself as a Jew as a “bor- 
der dweller” and Jewish history as a Grenzfall, a case at the mar- 
gins: “It is true,” she wrote, “that I see the fate of the Jews as only 
the extremist case of the general. The specific, the marginal case 
(Grenzfall) is sublimated into fate, especially by the poets.””? But it 
is at the real and at the imagined frontier that the shaping of Jew- 
ish identity takes place. Such a sense of the frontier as a contested 
space rather than as a border between constructed identities runs 
counter to Homi Bhabha’s claim about the Jews as the force of cul- 
tural translation.** For Bhabha, the Jews are seen as one of the 
“wandering people who will not be contained within the Heim of 
the national culture and its unisonant discourse” (Location of Cul- 
ture, 164). Instead, such peoples: 


are themselves the marks of a shifting boundary that alienates 
the frontiers of the modern nation.... They articulate the 
death-in-life of the idea of the “imagined community” of the na- 
tion; the worn-out metaphors of the resplendent national life 
now circulate in another narrative of entry-permits and pass- 
ports and work-permits that at once preserve and proliferate, 
bind and breach the human rights of nation. (164) 


Bhabha’s notion of the frontier is suddenly no longer imagined but 
concrete. It is the border that is maintained as the illusionary mark 
of difference, rather than the frontier as the site of dispute and ac- 
commodation. It is a real border rather than an imagined frontier. 
On the other hand, discussions of the imagined border, such as 
that by Gloria Anzaldtia in her Borderlands/La Frontera: The New 
Mestiza and others already mentioned, have tended to romanticize 
the border as the ideal space of meeting and merging.”* Both as- 
pects are certainly present, but one should not be privileged over 
the other. 
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The border can also be the frontier where competition can 
lead to destruction and devastation, to the commission of abom- 
inable acts in the eyes of all parties. Terrible things can happen at 
the frontier—massacres, banishments, rapes, and murders. The 
destruction of the Amalechites, of the Jews of England, of the 
Native Americans in the expansion of European colonialism can 
all occur at the frontier. But it is in this liminal space that all par- 
ties are forced to understand and define themselves in the light of 
their experience of the other. It is not a space in which liminality 
is always rewarded by its movement to a new center with the 
forces of power now at the periphery. This view, the view of much 
multicultural argument over the past decade, simply constitutes a 
new center-periphery model with those who were powerless now 
redefined as the center of power. 

Richard White’s writing on the frontier can serve as a model 
for how such a history can be undertaken. White’s greatest histor- 
ical work is The Middle Ground.*° This work began as a rather 
straightforward rewriting of North American Native history in the 
Great Lakes region. White, too, was surprised when he found the 
frontier a useful concept. In his detailed, often horrific, often fasci- 
nating account of the long eighteenth century in lower Canada 
and the adjacent British colonies to the South, the idea of a space 
of contest and accommodation is developed. His idea of the fron- 
tier as the middle ground, as the space of compromise, is helpful in 
shaping a new vision of Jewish history. For it neither privileges any 
group nor does it see a clear-cut distinction between victims and 
oppressors. All roles are relative and all roles can be reversed over 
time. 

The middle ground in North American history is, of course, 
different from the numerous middle grounds of Jewish history. 
But the potential values and horrors of the compromise position 
with the confrontation between and among cultures and peoples 
can provide a new multivocal account of the histories of a people. 
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The frontier as imagined by White is not a pure space, an absolute 
answer to the center-periphery model of history. White’s model is 
an attenuated center-periphery model that focuses on the distance 
from the presumptive center as a factor in the ability of the middle 
ground to serve as that place of accommodation and confronta- 
tion. Yet the center (London or Paris in White’s history of the 
Great Lakes region from 1650 to 1815) truly vanishes in his ac- 
count, while the real markers of the middle ground in his narrative 
are the languages spoken. Certainly English and French are the 
contesting languages, but it is the wide range of Native American 
tongues that dominate his account. Indeed, his marker of the me- 
diator is the hybrid, which White defines in terms of the offspring 
of Europeans and Native Americans. Stories that replicate those of 
Abraham, Sarah, Abimelech, and Hagar constantly reappear in 
White’s narrative of the frontier. In fact, the true hybrids, to use 
the term most favored in postcolonial theory, are those who can 
negotiate between languages. Language, as much as sexuality, is 
the marker of hybridity as well as the source of conflict. This is the 
true marker of the frontier in White’s account. 

I know that the middle ground is a controversial term and that 
my linking it with language will evoke a critical response. This 
Aristotelian term comes to play a central role in the construction 
of ideas of liminality. It is a term that shows up within Bruno La- 
tour’s work as the object of one of his critiques of the modern.?’ 
The middle ground is one of his answers to the “illusion” of the 
“totalitarian center” and its counterpart the “ridiculous” claims for 
the margins (124). He too understands the preoccupation with the 
hybrid as a fault of such a conceptualization of the center- 
periphery model: “the less the moderns think they are blended, 
the more they blend” (43). One assumes the reverse is also true. 
Here too the center-periphery model disguises its intent. Those 
constructing the modern, according to Latour, could have as one 
strategy “seized the middle ground, whose dimensions were con- 
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tinuing to expand. Instead of concentrating on the extremes of the 
work of purification, this strategy concentrated on one of its medi- 
ations, language” (62). For Latour, such a strategy lost the net- 
worked complexity of his understanding of how material and 
symbolic structures interact. He, however, misjudges how lan- 
guage and discourse reflect the problems of identity formation, 
enabling each of us to construct multiple worlds of words. Even 
Latour’s critique of the middle ground and its appropriation of 
language is clothed in a language of confrontation rather than ac- 
commodation. It too holds the middle ground. 

If there is a Jewish pendant to Latour’s anxiety about the func- 
tion of language or discourse as a contested space, it is Zygmunt 
Bauman’s claim that the very culture of modernity is “a ‘project’ of 
postmodernity in a prodromal stage.”?8 Jewish art and culture are 
the essential representation of the modern: being Jewish means, for 
Bauman, being avant-garde in all senses of the word. (This is Bau- 
man’s reworking of the notion that the Jews are a pariah nation in 
the Diaspora where they serve as a catalyst for change or a measure 
of change. This is his version of the argument as presented by Max 
Weber and Hannah Arendt [Momigliano, 171-7)]). Thus, the 
“Jewish struggle with modernity” is merely a by-product of 
“modernity’s struggle with itself,” according to Bauman (154). And, 
the language of the frontier, of the confrontation of the Jew and the 
other, comes to constitute “the seminal contribution of the ob- 
streperous, critical and rebellious culture of modernity” (195). 
There is no Jewish particularism; it is all a function of the strains 
and claims of the modern. (This is very much in line with Gabriel 
Jospovici’s desire to see the alienated language of the modern Eu- 
ropean Jew as a sign of the modern condition.) This is the romanti- 
cized version of the frontier that assumes each group’s 
confrontation will be creative within the model of an avant-garde. 
But what if it is not Sigmund Freud and Georg Simmel and Franz 
Kafka that one takes as one’s witnesses, but J. Robert Oppenheimer 
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and Friedrich Gundolf and Walther Rathenau, the conservatives at 
the frontier, whose confrontation resulted in accommodation, or 
Gershom Scholem and Abraham J. Heschel, whose modernism is 
to be found within traditional religious forms of argument and lan- 
guage. It is not only “metonymic, iterative temporality” that is the 
counternarrative of the nation, as Homi Bhabha claims (55). Are 
these other voices not also representatives of this prodromal stage 
of postmodernity? Are they not hybrids of a not very exotic type? 
In Displacements: Cultural Identities in Question, Angelika Bammer 
has noted that the Diaspora experience may be one of mobility, 
plurality, alterity, but is eventually also one of fixation, of the need 
to settle upon certain symbols, of assimilation.’? 

It is vital to understand that the middle ground is not equiva- 
lent to the nomadic, seen by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari as 
the definition of the modern Jewish experience. They sketch the 
process of identity formation in their description of “becoming- 
Jewish.” They wrote in A Thousand Plateaus: 


Jews .. . may constitute minorities under certain conditions, but 
that in itself does not make them becomings.... Even Jews 
must become-Jewish (it certainly takes more than a state). But if 
this is the case, then becoming-Jewish necessarily affects the 
non-Jew as much as the Jew. Becoming-woman necessarily af- 
fects men as much as women. Conversely, if Jews themselves 
must become-Jewish . . . , it is because only a minority is capable 
of serving as the active medium of becoming, but under such 
conditions that it ceases to be a definable aggregate in relation 
to the majority. ... Becoming-Jewish ... therefore implies si- 
multaneous movements, one by which a term (the subject) is 
withdrawn from the majority, and another by which a term (the 


medium or agent) rises up from the minority.*° 


This merging of the identity of the majority that defines and the 
minority that is defined and thus redefines the majority is a 
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process of constant construction and reconstruction of identity.*! 
Such identity transformations have been understood as being in- 
ternal, purely psychological in their representation. “Becoming- 
Jewish,” in the sense of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, is 
understood as a process of identity formation. And yet this too 
presents a problem, the problem of the loss of specificity in time. 

In all of these critiques, the struggle with the modern comes 
to evoke and use the Jews and the problem of a Jewish historio- 
graphic model as the touchstone for the specific problems of the 
modern or the illusion of modernity. The Jews in each case are de- 
fined ahistorically rather than temporally. Here is where the error 
lies. For it is in the radical temporality of Jewish existence that one 
can find the answer to the atemporality and ahistorical nature of 
the center-periphery model. Who are the Jews? Those who un- 
derstood themselves as Jews at specific moments in time. Does this 
definition change? It is constantly shifting and constantly chal- 
lenged, which is why absolute boundaries must be constructed for 
the Jews within and without Jewish culture and ritual. The less 
possible a definition is, the more rigid it appears. This is true in 
Felix Theilhaber’s and Bernard Wasserstein’s complaints about the 
vanishing Jews of Europe*? (one written substantially before, the 
other substantially after the Shoah); this is true within debates in 
Germany and Israel today about who the real Jews are. Over and 
over, one group comes to be defined as the authentic Jews. 

On the frontier, it is vital to hear all of the voices—both those 
voices defined and self-defined as Jewish and those understood by 
the Jews as “other.” R. Po-chia Hsia has shown how vital it is in 
the history of the Jews in early modern Germany to understand 
both sides of the history*?; and any understanding of the Haskalah, 
the Jewish Enlightenment, and modern Israel needs both sides 
too. The sides are marked by the languages of the protagonists. 
And this language actually marks the frontier. It is the middle 
ground, the space in which confrontations take place—and, if 


26 ~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) = 


White’s balanced account is any indicator, true horrors as well as 
accommodations take place on both sides. Horrors, because mo- 
tivations are not comprehended; noble actions because the very 
fabric of the culture observed is never quite comprehended. Lan- 
guage serves as the marker. 

Why do Jews in Central and Eastern Europe speak Yiddish as 
their Jewish secular language (as opposed to the liturgical lan- 
guage of Hebrew or the language of the population among whom 
they lived)? They speak Yiddish because in the Rhineland before 
ghettoization they spoke the German dialect of the area. They 
moved from whatever language they had brought with them from 
the south—whether Latin or Greek or Aramaic—to German be- 
cause they were on the Roman frontier, a frontier marked by its 
distance from Rome. ‘They spoke the language of their neighbors. 
When they moved to Poland and the east, they continued to speak 
German (or now proto- Yiddish) because it was a language of hege- 
monic value, given the role of the German knights in the east. 
This identification of Yiddish with German reappeared during 
World War I when German politicians wished to win Jews in Rus- 
sia to their cause. It reappeared after 1989, when the claim was 
made that Yiddish-speaking Jews were indeed displaced Germans 
who should be able to claim German citizenship under the Ger- 
man parallel to Israel’s Law of Return. The meanings attached to 
language shift based on their context. 

This is also the pattern of the history of the Jews: the Jews are 
to be understood as a multiple yet single entity. Multiple because 
of the cultures manifested under that label and yet unitary because 
of the common archeology or cultural identity they believe they 
share—even those who are never self-consciously part of the Jews. 
This is not to say that the center-periphery model is wrong or 
even incomplete given its power, only that among the models for 
Jewish history, the frontier model with language as its central 
marker can have powerful, heuristic value. It is clear that neither 
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one of these models are found in their pure state. The center- 
periphery model can be read as a frontier model, and the frontier 
can be understood as merely an isolated aspect of a center- 
periphery model. It is the tension that is of real interest. 

It is not the real frontier, the actual land that concerns the new 
Western historians, but rather the fantasy topography of the fron- 
tier that Turner actually constructed. It is the frontier as that con- 
tested space beyond the world of the self, a frontier of fantasy. It is 
a notion of the frontier (as Francis Parkman’s History of the Con- 
spiracy of Pontiac shows) where one imagines oneself teleologically 
as the center and end of history and where one understands one’s 
own physical position in the world as that cutting edge of (divine) 
history. Clearly, Parkman created his Pontiac as the Native Amer- 
ican whom he needed for his dramatic confrontation between 
“world historical personalities” on the frontier. But Jewish history 
in the center-periphery model tends to provide such concrete fig- 
ures in a similar manner. Sigmund Freud’s Moses, in his Moses and 
Monotheism, becomes much the same type of surrogate for the 
Jews as a collective as Parkman’s Pontiac is for the Native Ameri- 
cans. Such acts of concretization seem to be needed as long as one 
imagines a center, even the author’s self as center. 

‘To answer this move to the concrete, one must therefore 
imagine the frontier as a constructed, psychological space. It is the 
structure that underlies all of colonial expansion, whether cultural 
expansion from China into Japan, or the mercantile expansion of 
British might into Africa, North America, and India, or the politi- 
cal and cultural hegemony of America in the contemporary world. 
In each case, a frontier populated by indigenous people must be 
confronted in order to establish the identity of the group entering 
into the established order—and that established order can be 
“primitive” as in Francis Galton’s Hottentots or can be “cultured,” 
as in Marco Polo’s Moguls. Such a frontier is seen, however, from 
only one narrative perspective. My sense of the frontier, like that 
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of the new Western history, is one in which multiple voices can be 
articulated. Language as the medium and the stuff of dynamic in- 
teraction needs to be seen from both sides—the speakers of differ- 
ent languages, speech peculiarities, discourses come together and 
therefore all sets of texts become imperative in understanding the 
contact between and among groups.** 

Such linguistic and cultural interaction and conflict takes 
place within the psyches of those crossing the frontier. It is the no- 
tion of violation and transcendence of boundaries that is inherent 
in such a construction of the frontier. No frontier exists unless this 
notion of violation is present. Thus, the notion of the frontier is 
that it seems to be inscribed on the land but is actually a narrative 
tradition superimposed on a landscape. It is defined by the very 
notion of violation and this notion can be read as positive or nega- 
tive. It is a means of organizing the world, rather than the world 
itself. It creates the markers even if the markers rely on phenom- 
ena of the world. Language is the constant marker of difference 
for the frontier. Some at the frontier are understood to speak a 
language perceived as crude and deceptive. But it can be equally 
true that those at the frontier are imagined to speak a tongue un- 
derstood as complex and revealing. The language of the other is 
not the language of the self. 

The Jewish experience as imagined on such a frontier is thus 
complex; indeed, more complex than most. It is not the colonial or 
postcolonial experience as understood by contemporary theory, 
but it is certainly impacted by the notion of the frontier that 
haunts postcolonial theory. The borderlands are where Jews, like 
all people, perpetually live. The margin is defined by the presence 
of those who identify themselves as Jews or where Jews are imag- 
ined to dwell. Jews may accompany or create colonial expansion, 
whether cultural as in Hellenistic or Roman culture, or mercantile 
as with the European expansion, or cultural-political as with the 
globalization of American popular culture (such as films shaped by 
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a Jewry at the U.S. frontier, California). America as the frontier is 
a space where various languages and discourses meet and match 
and transcend, as Marc Shell has commented.*> This is not the 
America of Frederick Jackson Turner, but of a permanent frontier 
in which peoples enter and mix and change and confront one an- 
other, producing a constantly new and revitalizing culture. 

Jews confront and are confronted by the inhabitants of each 
land, from medieval Britain to Poland to China to India to Pales- 
tine. The options open to them are defined in terms of the experi- 
ence of the frontier, including imagining that the frontier no 
longer exists. The frontier can be either the golden paradise or the 
place of torment. It is a place of perpetual contact at the margins. 

This is the Jewish construction of the frontier. It is to be 
found in models such as the commonplace about “land without 
people for a people without land.” Here is the notion of the fron- 
tier without conflict that marked the fantasy of the Jewish desire 
for a space different from the frontier experiences in Europe. Such 
a notion of the Middle East marks the transgression of one fron- 
tier by Jews from another frontier experience—Europe, North 
America, South Africa—who imagine the Middle East as without 
the conflicts that marked their own experiences. The Zionist fan- 
tasy of Israel as the frontier is tied to language and in a most pow- 
erful manner. Theodore Herzl’s Israel in his Der Judenstaat was to 
be a linguistic Switzerland, a compromise without conflict at the 
borders of his fantasy. All languages would be welcome there and 
all cultures from the other frontiers preserved with the sole excep- 
tion of Yiddish. Yiddish was for Herzl the mark of the failure of 
the Jews at the old frontier. Although it was not German, it was 
the linguistic marker of the failure of the Jews to create a real cul- 
tural space. Thus, Jews who moved into the imagined space of Is- 
rael with the first and second aliyah (emigration) clearly could not 
identify with the language of the majority (Arabic) or with that of 
the colonial forces occupying the land (Turkish or English), but 
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could relate to the language of a present minority, the Hebrew- 
speaking Jews. Hebrew becomes the identifying marker of Jewish 
particularity at the frontier. It is a language that is given virtually 
miraculous powers as the sign of Jewish cultural resurgence at this 
frontier, yet it is clear that Hebrew and Jewish identity are not in- 
terchangeable even here. With the rise of a Hebrew-speaking and 
-writing Arabic minority, the age of post-Zionism begins. For the 
magic nature of Hebrew as the new language of a new people gives 
way to the more utilitarian understanding of Hebrew as the lan- 
guage of a frontier experience, which produces boundary-crossers 
of a most complex nature. The construction of Dugri speech as 
the language of the Sabra, a language that was to capture the new 
psychology of the tough Jew at the frontier, now admits others 
than Jews into its pantheon of language use. Hebrew in a post- 
Zionist world has become a normal language, a language at the 
frontier space of accommodation and conflict, as Benjamin Har- 
shav has recently noted.*® 

The model of accommodation and conflict at the frontier can 
be found in the acculturation of Jews in the Middle East today, as 
well as in the Rhine valley in the High Middle Ages and in modern 
North America. Such a conceptualization shows how language be- 
comes a marker for the movement across the frontier and the es- 
tablishment of a complex relationship with the inhabitants. Such 
movement does not have to integrate the Jews into frontier soci- 
ety. It can result in a self-conscious distancing of the Jews into 
rigidly defined communities, characterized by self-interest and de- 
limited by hostility. It can also result in the destruction of the Jews 
or, if one evokes certain biblical moments, of those peoples with 
whom the Jews came into conflict at the frontier. 

The temporal frontier as the topography of Jewish history 
has, as does the center-periphery model, a biblical model, if the 
model of the frontier is applied to a reading of biblical history 
from Abraham and Moses to the expansion of the kingdoms of 
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Judah and Israel into the frontier. Before the construction of 
Jerusalem, there is no center and therefore no periphery. Israel 
exists only retrospectively in the narrative of the Bible, as the cen- 
ter superimposed on the Abrahamic search for God. For it was 
“Abraham [who] planted a grove in Beersheba, and called there 
on the name of the Lord, the everlasting God. And Abraham so- 
journed in the Philistines’ land many days” (Genesis 21: 33-4). As 
do we all. 


PART | 


REPRESENTING THE 
SHOAH AT THE FRONTIER 


GHAPTER ONE 


THE FIRST COMIC FILM 
ABOUT THE SHOAH 


Jurek Becker and Cultural 
Opposition within the GDR 


FOR JEWS AFTER THE SHOAH, NO WORLD COULD HAVE 
been more of a frontier experience with all of the horrors, advan- 
tages, and contradictions than occupied Germany after 1945. In 
both the Western and Eastern zones of occupation, Jews found 
themselves in a conflicted role with the creation of state socialism 
in the Soviet zone after 1945 and again after 1949 in the German 
Democratic Republic (the GDR). The conflict between commu- 
nism, defined by the party as universalism, and a Jewish identity, 
demonized in all of its forms as particularistic, marked this Ger- 
man frontier on which Jews did indeed function, especially within 
the world of culture. The Jews who became part of this world re- 
turned from life in exile and from the camps. The she’erit hapleyta, 
the remnant of the saved, some 200,000 Jews from the Jewish 
communities of Central Europe were the core of the survivors. 
There had been some 500,000 in the various camps and ghettos 
before the beginning of the death marches west from the camps in 
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1945; 60 percent died on the marches.' This small fragment of the 
once flourishing Jewish life of Central Europe all but vanished 
among some six to nine million “displaced persons” (DPs) by 
1946, who were ethnic Germans from Poland and Bohemia; 
forced laborers from throughout Europe; Russian soldiers who 
had fought for the Germans; peoples simply displaced by war and 
moving west before the Soviet army.” Officially there were no dis- 
placed persons in the Soviet zone of occupation, as the term refers 
only to those in the Western zones.* From among the exiles and 
the survivors came the generation of Jews who became part of the 
intellectual elite on the frontier that marked the boundary be- 
tween the West and the East in the Cold War. By the 1960s, the 
Jewish writers—as different as the exile Stefan Heym, the hidden 
child Ginter Kunert, and the daughter of Communist party re- 
turnees Barbara Honigmann—formed part of the covert cultural 
opposition to the official party views of the GDR. 

The tale related here is one about a moment of contention on 
the frontier of the GDR. It is the tale of a development of a sense 
of opposition to the cultural norms of the state, a development 
that takes the form of a survivor of the Shoah defining himself as 
oppositional through the creation of the work of art that gives 
voice to the victims of the Shoah for the first time in the cultural 
world of the GDR.* It deals with the subtle creation of a film and a 
novel, both of which embody a sense of identity formation in the 
GDR as well as the personal reeducation of a member of the op- 
position, one of its major literary and film personalities, Jurek 
Becker. Becker was more than a member of the cultural elite; he 
was also the most visible Jewish survivor-author of that elite of the 
generation raised and educated in the GDR. He repeatedly 
changed identities, languages, political ideology. His is an exem- 
plary case of a Jew on the frontier. 

Jurek Becker, born in Lodz in 1937, had survived the Lodz 
ghetto, and was then sent with his mother to Ravensbriick- 
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Sachsenhausen in 1944. His mother died of tuberculosis. He was 
eventually placed in a United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation 
Administration children’s camp where the Red Cross reunited him 
with his father, who had survived Auschwitz after the family was 
divided in 1944. After the Shoah and his move to Berlin, Becker’s 
father observed over and over to his young son that he was simply 
more comfortable in Berlin: “It wasn’t the Polish anti-Semites 
who lost the war.”° Polish-speaking in his youth, Becker was raised 
as a German-speaking “young communist” in the Soviet sector of 
Berlin. He loyally belonged to the Communist Youth movement 
and strongly identified with the universalist claims of Marxism- 
Leninism as articulated under the Stalinist leader of the GDR, 
Walter Ulbricht. In the German Democratic Republic, he became 
the most important Jewish literary voice of the younger genera- 
tion. Being “Jewish” in Becker’s sense was an external label. The 
Beckers had neither religious affiliation with traditional Judaism 
nor any political affiliation with causes such as Zionism. The uni- 
versalist claims of Marxism-Leninism made being Jewish one of 
the few ethnic identities not acceptable to a good communist. 
Being Jewish became a public and political sign of a dual loy- 
alty in a world in which the claims for a universal Marxist identity 
beyond national and religious definition permitted only one level 
of identification, and that was with the new state. It was a conse- 
quence of the establishment of a new socialist German identity in 
the GDR. This GDR was, at least after the beginning of the anti- 
Zionist campaign of the 1950s, incompatible with a Zionist iden- 
tity, and all Jews were assumed to be Zionists. ‘The impact of this 
view was powerful (in both the GDR and among the left in the 
FRG, the Federal Republic of Germany.) Thus, by the 1960s it 
was possible to state that there was no anti-Semitism in the GDR, 
for even Jews were forced to renounce Zionism, which became the 
catch-word for all the classic anti-Semitic stereotypes. No dual 
loyalty was permitted in the new socialist state. Becker, as late as 
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1977, dismissed the Zionist project with the rhetoric of the GDR, 
as Nazi-like and therefore criminal.° He withdrew this comment 
in 1996 as “exaggerated and false.” He had come to understand 
that in this specific context anti-Zionism was anti-Semitism, as it 
did not permit the identification of oneself as a Jew in the public 
sphere of the GDR. 

Jurek Becker’s 1974 film Jacob the Liar was the first Jewish 
film about the Holocaust in the GDR. It was Jewish because its 
author (Becker) was understood as “Jewish” and the film focused 
solely on the Jewish aspect of the Shoah in Eastern Europe.’ Di- 
rected by Frank Beyer, it was produced by DEFA (Deutsche 
Film-Aktiengesellschaft), the official studio of the German De- 
mocratic Republic, which produced over 750 feature films and 
countless documentaries and shorts between 1946 and 1992.8 
Major directors such as Slatan Dudow, Wolfgang Staudte, Kurt 
Maetzig, Konrad Wolf, as well as Frank Beyer worked for DEFA. 
In the United States, Jacob the Liar was nominated for an Acad- 
emy Award as the best foreign film in 1977. Its worldwide recep- 
tion was extremely positive and extremely broad. 

How can Becker’s process of writing in a state with which he 
strongly identified be understood as contributing to his movement 
from a loyal citizen and artist of the GDR to an oppositional fig- 
ure? By its very nature, the very act of representing difference, in 
the form of Jewish characters and the Shoah, becomes an opposi- 
tional move. The Shoah was a moment in time that becomes in 
the GDR a silent space peripherally inhabited by Jews.’ The state 
and the public responded to this work in its three incarnations: as 
an unmade film script, as a novel, and as a completed film. This 
provided Becker with a vocabulary within the state ideology of 
reeducation by which he could imagine himself as an oppositional 
voice engaged in the reeducation of the state and of the general 
population. His content, however, drew on his own experiences as 


a “victim of fascism.” 
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Becker had thought about what opposition was as early as 
1959 when he began to write a column on film criticism for the 
journal twa res. In 1956 students at Humboldt University in the 
GDR started a magazine, which was also distributed in the west- 
ern sectors, called twa res, after a quote from Horace that it is in 
your interest, too, to put out the fire when your neighbor’s wall is 
burning. It was edited by Hermann Kant, who later became a 
major official novelist in the GDR. Jurek wrote columns under the 
pseudonym given to him by Kant, “Lola Ramon,” a name Jurek 
was very unhappy about.'° He also distributed the magazine at the 
West Berlin universities during which the West Berlin police ar- 
rested him.'! His account of this in his 1973 novel, Misleading the 
Authorities, has him defend himself against a young West Berlin 
policeman who arrests him, not through logical arguments but by 
simply knocking him down. The protagonist thus frees himself to 
“escape” back to the safety of “Berlin—the Capital of the GDR,” 
wondering that his very act mirrored the films he saw in the movie 
houses of West Berlin.'? Acting like the movies becomes part of 
the way that Becker understands himself. (And, of course, this no- 
tion of the false face, the merely acting like something you are not, 
is a central part of the repertoire of German anti-Semitism. In- 
deed, one of the often-repeated questions in Weimar Germany 
was, why were Jews such good actors?) 

What Becker chose to write about in tua res was the film poli- 
tics of West Berlin. Becker’s position then and there was clearly 
socialist and antagonistic to the public film policies of the West 
German government. But his sense of what criticism had come to 


mean in that environment can help frame his later views: 


It is not sufficient simply to be opposed to something. The scale 
of opposition runs from being obstinate to being indignant. 
This scale is too crude to express the necessity of not being in 
agreement. This necessity is only ever partially understood. One 
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negative side effect is that when one obsesses about this one eas- 
ily becomes labeled as an “angry young man.” Purely destructive 
criticism, not unlike griping, gives rise to the suspicion that the 
critic does not know any better. Such critics seem to have no or 
only a vague sense of the changing circumstances (which is 
probably the case). Or they refrain from any constructive criti- 
cism with positive countersuggestions on the basis of pragma- 
tism or from a sense of personal valor (or fear). Or they write 
out of pure joy in (a limited) opposition against the trivial and 
quotidian, seeing this as a pleasant occupation, as other people 
like to fish or look in a mirror. It is with such critics as it is with 
many other prophets: either you kill them or they kill you. 

Few critics, if I can so say, have the slightest sense of reality. 
Such critics should hope to remedy through their revelations 
such misunderstandings. The point of most criticism is that 
while the present state of things is to be bemoaned, one would, 
if one tried to attack it, become an enfant perdu (lost child), be- 
cause one cannot really do anything to remedy them. Resigna- 
tion is appropriate for these clever critics." 


Becker does not see criticism as negative but as constructive, as 
reeducative. He is able to see these West German voices as trans- 
parently vacuous: “There is something comic about opinions. One 
needs only to repeat them accurately in order to destroy them.” It 
is the accurate reproduction that is the best criticism, a view es- 
poused by earlier critics such as Karl Kraus. Becker sees the artis- 
tic as well as the creative process as rooted in individual vision and 
commitment: “The true artist must seek a path in order to carry 
out his individual monomania. In other words, the collective 
should be the means to hide his schizophrenia. But precisely in the 
collective does this appear most clearly.” Thus, it is the voice of 
the artist that articulates the desires of the collective. But for 
which collective can the artist speak? The socialist state in which 
all art is perceived as being equal or only in older collectives, such 
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as the one that he had been assigned to by history? Can Becker 
only speak as a Jew? 

In the spring of 1963, at the age of 26, Becker had begun 
drafting the first film script called Jacob the Liar for Frank Beyer. 
Beyer’s earlier film Spur der Steine (Trace of Stones) vanished after a 
week in the cinemas. Political considerations in the GDR in 1966 
following the domination of the eleventh Plenum of the Central 
Committee of the Socialist Unity Party (SED), the ruling party of 
the GDR, by antireform forces inhibited any cultural thaw in the 
GDR, such as that represented by Beyer’s film. But Becker’s 
screenplay was to be filmed after the withdrawal of Spur der Steine 
in spite of Beyer’s having fallen out of favor. Beyer had intended to 
film the script in Krakow, but the Polish studios refused to film it 
once they saw the story. Becker—like Ulrich Plenzdorf, whose 
film script Das Leiden des fungen W. (Sorrows of Young W.) was also 
left unfilmed and was then turned into an oppositional novel in 
1972—then decided to redo this script and transform it into his 
first novel. 

In the GDR, the novel had a greater impact as an agent of so- 
cial opposition and change than did the cinema, which was seen, 
even by writers and directors, as more of an extension of state 
power and socialist ideology. In 1968 Becker was made a member 
of the state union of authors, the Schriftstellerverband, as a film 
writer. He presented a chapter from his novel that year in a col- 
lected volume (Neue Text 7) as his literary debut. Suddenly the 
scriptwriter was a novelist with all of the status that label brought 
in the GDR. The writing of the novel was both his response to the 
cancellation of the film as well as a means to establish his creden- 
tials as a member of the intelligentsia of the GDR. 

Becker’s project of making a film about the Shoah with a Jew 
as its protagonist and written in a comic mode was an anomaly. 
Films about fascism and its opponents or supporters had a central 
role in the reeducation of the GDR citizen as a good socialist. It 
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was used as a means of dealing not only with the Nazi past but also 
with the West German present. The FRG became a surrogate 
state for Nazi Germany. The filmmakers, too, were simply seen as 
“citizens of the Workers’ and Peasants’ State,” without any ethnic 
or religious or cultural specificity. The idea of such a film being 
written by a Jew—for in the GDR, as Becker and his father were 
officially designated “victims of fascism”—had specific positive 
(and therefore potentially exploitative) implications. One had so- 
cial advantages, a pension, and visible status in the society of the 
GDR, a sort of affirmative action for survivors, but one was also 
perpetually labeled as the victim. 

In early feature films in the GDR, there had been a few excep- 
tions to the rule that one did not represent the “victims of fascism” 
but rather the heroes of socialism. No novels centrally about the 
Jewish experience in the Shoah had been created in the GDR by 
the 1960s. There were certainly none about the experience of the 
Jews in the East, in what were now the “brother socialist coun- 
tries.” There were a few exceptions in the realm of the early fea- 
ture film in the Soviet zone and in the early GDR that recorded 
the impact of Nazism on German Jews. Kurt Maetzig’s Marriage in 
the Shadows (Ehe im Schatten) (1947), based on Hans Schweikart’s 
novella It Won’t Be So Bad (Es wird schon nicht so schlimm), shows 
how the Nazis force a Jewish actress to give up her career and in- 
sist that she divorce her German husband. When he is ultimately 
unable to protect her, the two resort to suicide. The novel was 
based on the actual triple suicide on November 7, 1941, of the 
Berlin Volksbiihne actor Joachim Gottschalk, his wife, and his 


[79 


daughter. Like so many of these “Jewish” films, it reflected a 
strongly autobiographical moment. Maetzig’s own mother com- 
mitted suicide in 1944 rather than be deported to certain death in 
the East. 

Erich Engel’s The Affaire Blum (1948), based on a well-known 


1926 murder trial with Dreyfus-like overtones, also represents a 
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German post-Shoah reflection on anti-Semitism and the pattern 
of thought and action that led to the Shoah. Blum, a Jewish manu- 
facturer living in Weimar Germany, is falsely accused of killing his 
bookkeeper. Even when the real liller’s identity becomes evident, 
the state prosecutor refuses to accept Blum’s innocence. The film 
explores German reaction to the trial and investigates the rela- 
tionship between the legal system, anti-Semitism, and fascism, 
providing insight into the historical context that allowed Nazism 
to flourish. 

Later in the history of DEFA, the theme of the Shoah, or at 
least the theme of anti-Semitism as an aspect in the German past, 
reappears in a modified manner. In the work of perhaps the best 
known director in the GDR, Konrad Wolf—the (Jewish) brother 
of the head of the GDR’s spy agency, Marcus Wolf—the Shoah 
appears in Stars (Sterne) (1959). Stars deals with Jewish survival in 
Nazi-occupied Europe and presents a love story between a Ger- 
man soldier and a Bulgarian-Jewish girl who is deported to 
Auschwitz. In addition, in 1961 Wolf filmed a 1935 play by his fa- 
ther, Friedrich Wolf, Dr Mamlock’s Escape (Doktor Mamlocks 
Ausweg: Tragodie der westlichen Demokratie), a dramatization of 
Arthur Schnitzler’s “comedy” of assimilated Jewry, Professor 
Bernardi (1912). The film, titled Professor Mamlock, starred Jurek 
Becker’s lifelong friend Manfred Krug. Professor Mamlock deals 
with anti-Semitism and the problematic position of assimilated 
Jews in the prewar period. In all cases, the representation of the 
actual events of the Shoah, of the concentration camps, of the 
ghettos, of the death camps, is avoided. The “Jewish problem” is 
rooted in the capitalist past of imperial or Weimar Germany. Jews 
in the Shoah could be victims to be rescued, but they could not be 
actors in their own stories. 

In novels about the Jews of Europe, written to sketch the 
world that led to the Shoah, the Jews remain marginal. In perhaps 
the most striking avant-garde fiction on this topic, the Shoah too 
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seems to vanish. So also in Johannes Bobrowski’s Levin’s Mill 
(1964), a historical novel set in the nineteenth century and later 
filmed by Horst Seemann for DEFA (1980), the Jews are distanced 
into the past. In the realm of fiction, Franz Fiihmann’s Jew’s Auto 
(1962), a first-person account of a series of days in the life of a 
“normal German” spanning twenty years, the Jew is seen literally 
on the horizon line of the historical picture. Even Jewish writers, 
such as Giinter Kunert, had little better luck. Kunert’s novel about 
the repression of the Holocaust in postwar Germany, In the Name 
of the Huts (Im Namen der Hiite), published in West Germany by 
Hanser in 1967, was only able to be published in the GDR by the 
Eulenspiegel Press in 1976. 

Such an avoidance of any direct representation of the Shoah 
in the GDR is a reflection of the claim in the socialist reconstruc- 
tion of the past that the anti-Semitism of the Nazis was a marginal 
aspect of their ideology. There are several DEFA films of the 
1950s and 1960s about the aftermath of the Holocaust, such as 
Janos Veizi’s Incident at Benderath (Zwischenfall in Benderath) 
(1956), which used an actual anti-Semitic incident at a West Ger- 
man gymnasium to criticize that country’s insufficient dealing with 
the past (Vergangenheitsbewaltigung). Joachim Hasler’s film, Chroni- 
cle of a Murder (Chronik eines Morders) (1964), in which Angelika 
Domrése plays a Holocaust survivor who murders a former camp 
official who has become mayor of her West German town, like- 
wise places the legacy of fascism in the West. 

Few DEFA films actual dealt with the Jewish question as di- 
rectly as did in at least two West German films. Both Artur 
Brauner’s film Morituri (1947), based on his own experiences in 
the Lodz ghetto, and Marek Goldstein’s and Herbert Freders- 
dorf’s The Way is Long (Der Weg ist Lang) (1948), written by Israel 
Becker, about a survivor from the deportations to Auschwitz, were 
not critical successes. A similar topic also haunted the great actor 
Fritz Kortner’s film The Call (Der Ruf) (1949). One of the so-called 
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“ruin films,” it captured the sense of the powerful presence of fas- 
cism and anti-Semitism in the immediate postwar world. A film 
about the return of Jewish exiles from America, the very question 
of what German anti-Semitism comes to mean to Jewish thinkers 
is placed centrally in the context of the Western zones of Ger- 
many, where the film is set. But these films were made by Jews and 
dealt specifically with the fate of the Jews. 

In 1963 when Becker returned to Lodz for the first time to 
begin to research his film script, Jacob the Liar, the very act of 
imagining a Jewish film about the Shoah as conceived by a “victim 
of fascism” was an undertaking fraught with serious questions. 
The film was based on an idea created earlier by Becker. The bi- 
ographical origins of the film are mort specially Becker’s own child- 
hood memories of the Lodz ghetto. He claims that in the 1960s he 
had few such memories and that only fragmentary ones returned 
after that. He seems to have been inspired by his father, Max 
Becker, whose views of his own adult experiences in Lodz and 
Auschwitz shaped his son’s vision. Max wanted Jurek to write of 
the bravery of the Jews in the ghetto, specifically the tale of a man 
who hid a radio and was the source of inspiration to his friends. 
Becker decided to do exactly the opposite. His father’s response 
was: “You can tell the stupid Germans what it was like in the 
ghetto; you can’t tell me, I was there. I was a witness. You cannot 
tell me silly stories. I know that it was different.”!* For the audi- 
ence in the GDR (and the rest of the world), Becker’s film was an 
appropriate (read: comic) response to the Shoah, but not necessar- 
ily for his father (whose death in 1972 precluded his actually see- 
ing the final film). Indeed, Becker noted, his father did not speak 
to him for a year after the novel was published.!° 

The initial film based on Becker’s script was not made. The 
script was submitted to the Deputy Minister of Culture Wil- 
fried Maafi by DEFA for approval on February 9, 1966, and ap- 
proved on February 22, 1966.!° Given the complexity of the 
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internal politics in the ministries, this was done extremely 
quickly. The proposal was accompanied by a recommendation 
from a specialist. It stated that the script was felt to be too “full 
of a humanistic spirit rather than indicating the specifics of a 
spirit of socialist humanism” according to Dr. Jahrow, who was 
the official evaluator of the film.!” After some negotiation be- 
tween the head of the studio production and the division of film 
of the Ministry of Culture, the film was approved, in spite of its 
emphasis on the “general humanistic, antifascist ideal.” The 
final evaluation stressed that Becker should develop the script in 
the light of “the specifics of a socialist realistic aesthetic” and 
stress the importance that the story “gesture toward the for- 
ward-looking forces.”'® The little girl and the Soviet soldier 
who, mute in his bravery, holds her hand, made the film imagi- 
nable, even with its emphasis on the Jews of the East. (One must 
add here that this ending was also seen by the DEFA studio di- 
rector in charge as needing to be checked for “historical cor- 
rectness and truth.”!? In other words, with an eye to using 
history in a specific type of reeducation.) 

Becker’s initial script, his reworking of this script as a novel, 
and the second script, which diverges more from the first script 
than from the novel, gestured toward this in explicitly making the 
news on the radio the location of the Soviet army as it moved to- 
ward the West. But in general, the film worked against all of the 
expectations of the heroic genre. It stressed the little man rather 
than the hero. In his 1969 screenplay for the film My Zero Hour, 
the hero, Corporal Hartung, begins as a rather apolitical working- 
class corporal in the Wehrmacht who is converted to communism 
and then volunteers to kidnap his former commanding officer. 
Based on the autobiography of Karl Krug and starring Manfred 
Krug (no relation), it recounted the adventures of the Russian 
prisoner of war Corporal Hartung who went behind the German 
lines on the Eastern Front in 1943 to kidnap his abusive com- 


~= THE FIRST COMIC FILM ABOUT THE SHOAH- = 47 


manding officer. The officer, portrayed as vicious and mean, or- 
dered Hartung at the opening of the film to carry off an unex- 
ploded bomb that had been dropped close to his headquarters. 
When he hears the explosion in the distance, he dismissed Har- 
tung, whom he assumed to have died carrying the bomb, as “not a 
good German.” Indeed, this was the label for all the other Ger- 
mans in the film. Hartung, in his collaboration with the humanis- 
tic Soviets (and their German political officers) comes to represent 
the “good Germans.” 

Hartung moves from a marginal little man to a hero. Jacob 
clearly never can achieve this status because he can never be the 
master of his fate. It is not conviction but the press of events that 
moves him to action. Heroism is never the quality that the audi- 
ence ascribes to him. What is comic is precisely the qualities as- 
cribed to the little man in extremis who can only act to ameliorate 
the suffering about him but cannot act to alter the randomness of 
the Shoah. 

Beyer’s film of Facob the Liar was planned and scheduled. It 
was to be filmed in Poland, indeed near Krakow where Schindler’s 
List was filmed decades later At the beginning of July 1966 the 
Polish authorities acknowledged that there was free space in their 
studios there and that the film could be scheduled.*” Three weeks 
later, the authorities in Poland informed the DEFA producers 
that there was suddenly no space available because of the demand 
for production space from the Soviet Union. What had happened 
in the meantime is that they had seen Becker’s script. As Frank 
Beyer later commented, a film about Jews in the East, even 
though not specifically in Poland, that was sympathetic to the 
Jewish perspective simply was inconceivable in communist 
Poland which regularly used anti-Semitism in the form of anti- 
Zionism against its own citizens.”! On July 27, 1966, the film was 
canceled. Becker was paid for the script but it was struck from the 
1966 budget. This was not that unusual, but Becker’s need to 
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have control, especially of this story, was extraordinary. He sat 
down and did what other writers in the GDR did when their 
scripts were rejected and they felt they had a story to tell. He sat 
down and rewrote the film script into his first novel. In the GDR, 
novels had a different mode of reception. Films were understood 
as mass culture, the novel as high culture. Becker’s novel appeared 
in 1969 and has since been translated into 20 languages. It created 
a literary career for Becker, who to that time had been known 
only as an author of film scripts, and through it he achieved 
worldwide fame. He was awarded the Heinrich Mann Prize of the 
GDR’s Academy of Art, the Swiss Charles Veillon Prize, and the 
Literary Prize of the City of Bremen. And in 1974 the DEFA f1- 
nally decided to let Frank Beyer make a film version of the novel 
based on a highly revised script by Becker. It was that film that 
was nominated for an Academy Award. 

‘The novel was a success because of its seemingly realistic rep- 
resentation of the central questions of the Shoah cast into a comic 
narrative frame. But it is the question of seriousness, which should 
most concern us here. In state socialism the memory of fascism is 
serious; the memory of the past is heroic. Here, Max Becker's de- 
mand for a tale about a heroic Jew is of importance: first, the de- 
sire to tell the story for the Jews, but especially to tell that story 
within the traditional heroic role that the Jews were rarely if ever 
cast after the war. Victims were not heroes. And the tales of Jewish 
heroism, as in the Warsaw ghetto uprising, were only marginally 
part of the narrative of state socialism. The contrast was somber, 
heroic, and serious. Nazis, as in the communist writer Bodo 
Uhse’s Lieutenant Bertram (1943), one of the classic antifascist 
novels read in the GDR, could be the stuff of satire in the GDR, 
but neither the victims nor the defenders of freedom and state so- 
cialism could be represented in this manner. 

In the culture of the GDR, the Jews as victims of the Shoah 
were present but in very specific ways. Much as in West Germany 
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(and, indeed, in the United States) the Jewish aspect of the Holo- 
caust was marginalized or folded into the general question of fas- 
cism and its horrors immediately after the end of the war. And yet 
Becker turned the expectations concerning reeducation of the an- 
tifascist film against itself. Here, the reeducation was to make the 
Germans in the GDR see the complexity of a single life destroyed 
by fascism, rather than being appalled by the horrendous toll of 
dead and the overwhelming horrors of the camps. 


THE FILM 


Jacob the Liar is a film about the perils of belief and about the dan- 
gers of reeducation cast into the world of the Shoah. Set in an un- 
named Eastern European ghetto run by the Germans, both the 
novel and the film tell the story of Jacob Heym (played by 
Vlastimil Brodsky), the owner of a small restaurant, who seems to 
be the classic schlemiel. One evening, seemingly after curfew, he is 
seized by a German guard. He is ordered to the German police 
station in the ghetto for his “appropriate punishment.” In the po- 
lice station he overhears by chance a radio broadcast providing in- 
formation about the location of the Russian front. Rather than 
being killed, as he expects, Heym is thrown out of the police sta- 
tion. He makes his way home, and the next day, in order to stop 
one of his fellow workers from an action that would certainly re- 
sult in his death, he informs him of the location of the front. The 
young man does not believe that Jacob had heard the news at the 
police station. Only when Jacob “admits” to having a hidden 
radio, an item banned in the ghetto, is the truthfulness of his state- 
ment accepted. This information, even more than that about the 
Russian front, is important in creating a sense of hope. 

The knowledge of the radio provides a ray of hope in the 
ghetto, and Jacob becomes the source of this hope in a collapsing 
world. His is a seemingly constructive opposition, not an angry 
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one. Because of his claim to have a radio, the suicides in the ghetto 
suddenly stop. The very belief in the possibility of rescue enables 
individuals to live each day in some sort of hope. Jacob had taken 
in Lina (Manuela Simon), a child abandoned when her parents are 
seized by the Nazis and transported to the east. In the pivotal 
scene in the movie, Heym enacts a radio story hour for her. It is 
the story of the sick princess who asks for a cloud in order to cure 
her ailments. A young boy comes to her after all have failed and 
asks her what clouds are made of (“cotton batting”) and how large 
they are (“as large as my pillow”). He then gives the sick princess a 
“cloud,” and she dances off with him, in her nightclothes marked 
with a fudenstern (yellow star). Laughter is possible in this mo- 
ment that time is suspended, and the act of listening to the fantasy 
radio places both characters outside of time and space. Radio is at 
this moment a source not of news but of comfort. It is the possibil- 
ity of engendering hope for the moment, without any promise of 
eventual resolution. The fairy tale is indeed the key to this use of 
laughter as the momentary respite from horror, rather than its res- 
olution. The audience’s laughter that results during this scene is as 
much generated by Jacob’s self-deception in believing that he can 
trick the child as it is in the juxtaposition between his dreamy 
memories of the past and the crude present. The seeming worldli- 
ness of the child, whom we in the audience assume wants to hear 
the fairy tale even knowing that there is no radio, stands at the 
center of our ability to laugh. 

Listening to the radio was one of the comforts of life as it had 
been in Europe before the war, before the ghetto. It had become 
part of the culture of the day. Portraits of radio listeners such as 
that of Max Radler in 1930, or of Kurt Giinther in 1927, or most 
extraordinarily the nude “Homo sapiens Listening to the Radio” 
in Kurt Weinhold’s 1929 image captured the centrality of the 
radio experience for the prewar world. Nazi films, such as Eduard 
von Borsody’s feature film Request Hour (Wunschkonzert) (1940), 
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which begins at the Berlin Olympics in 1936 and centers on the 
popular radio program, echoed this fixation after the beginning of 
the war. But in the ghetto, especially in Litzmannstadt, the Ger- 
man name for the ghetto in Lodz, the radio took on a very special 
meaning. The Germans forbade Jews from possessing radios, but 
the radio did not vanish. In 1942, for example, there was suddenly 
word of potatoes coming into the ghetto. And the word was 
spread, according to the contemporary documents, by the “radio,” 
the ghetto term for gossip. Over and over in letters and docu- 
ments buried in 1943 and uncovered after the war are references 
to this means of communication, as important to the ghetto as the 
actual radio was to prewar Europe and to Nazi Germany, but for 
very different reasons. It was the source not so much of informa- 
tion as of hope, as most of the “radio reports” turned out to be 
false.” In the GDR it was television that served this purpose. Tele- 
vision provided the corrective (or the falsity) of Western culture 
for all but those few unable to receive it. It was the media, such as 
film, that provided a test for the validity of a system. 

In Jacob’s world, the children’s program he mimics is a solace 
for the child as is the news for the adults. The Nazis continue to 
clear the ghetto, and Jacob, the child, and the rest of the inhabi- 
tants find themselves on a train headed east toward the death 
camps. The impossibility of a happy end is clear. The laughter of 
the child (and the audience) at the fairy tale reveals to the audience 
that her laughter had been built on a false premise of knowing. 
‘The image of the blue sky and the floating clouds seen from the 
cattle car in which she and Jacob are being transported to the 
death camps is the movie’s final image. In the film, Lina is not ac- 
tually fooled by Jacob’s claim about the nonexistent radio. She 
looks behind the wall to see whether or not the radio is there. 
There she sees Jacob acting out all the parts, even humming the 
parts of the orchestra. And yet, in her knowledge her innocence is 
preserved. The final sequence in the movie picks up on the theme 
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of the fairy tale told on Jacob’s radio—the tale of the sick 
princess who asks to have a cloud in order to get well. In the cat- 
tle car on her way to the camp, Lina asks whether the story of 
the princess is true, whether one can be cured by cotton batting. 
Jacob in his adult (and nonschlemiel) voice says that is not the 
point of the story. For the princess asked for something she 
could not have, a cloud, and was given something that she could 
receive, cotton. It is a symbol of hope and belief, according to 
Jacob. The film concludes with Lina turning to Jacob and asking— 
“clouds are made of cotton? Aren’t they?” The innocence of the 
child is preserved even in the child’s knowledge of the realities of 
the world. And the audience’s laughter at the ironic knowledge 
shown by the child about the realities of the world as reflected in 
our awareness of her consciousness of Jacob’s fraud is suddenly 
undermined. Not knowing what a radio is, she has taken Jacob’s 
act as the real radio. The realities of the camps, including death, 
are both within her awareness and beyond it, as they were for 
everyone to one degree or another. The reality of the adult is in 
no way the reality of the child, which is preserved even in the 
most extreme situation. The unstated knowledge of the audience 
is of the potential for the inevitable outcome. At the conclusion, 
Lina will certainly die in the camps. Her cotton clouds will not 
provide any succor from the brutality of the Shoah, in spite of 
the audience’s expectations. 

This scene has a double function in reeducation. It provides a 
critique of the naive assumption of knowledge, but this assump- 
tion is as true of the claims of the media to be the conduits of truth 
in the West and the East during the cold war. The child—here the 
ideal viewer or listener—is not deceived by the claims of the 
medium. She knows that it is Jacob behind the wall creating the 
truth on the radio. And we acknowledge her realization of that de- 
ception. It is clear that Becker’s claim is not aimed at the GDR or 
at the FRG, but at the falsity of the artificial world that it was nec- 
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essary to construct in the ghetto. But this ghetto surrounded by its 
wall with its guards is as much the GDR as it is the FRG. 

The themes of facob the Liar began to shape Becker’s own life. 
With the popularity of the book and the subsequent film, he 
laughed at Walter Ulbricht’s claim that there was no press censor- 
ship in the GDR. He stopped subscribing to the official party 
newspaper, New Germany. To get news about the world outside 
and inside, he watched and listened only to Western TV and 
radio. When his son Nikolaus would come home from school, he 
included him in watching and listening to the forbidden broad- 
casts. He told him if he was asked about this in school not to lie. 
He began to rethink the role of the Berlin Wall as a mark of the 
isolation of the GDR. The wall about the ghetto signified a cer- 
tain type of isolation, one that was dangerous to the inhabitants. 
The wall in this sense was no longer around West Berlin, but 
around the GDR. The idea that the GDR was a type of huge 
ghetto in which the need for an actual radio really existed and that 
you listened to Western broadcasts, including the BBC, in order 
to find out what was actually happening in your immediate neigh- 
borhood became clear to him. If you listened and knew about the 
world, then you had an obligation not to lie about it. Its language, 
like the language of the radio that Jacob heard in the comman- 
dant’s office, seemed to be convincing. You knew the words, but 
you also knew that they meant something very different if they 
were spoken in the West, rather than in the East. You were re- 
quired to be straightforward and admit to listening to it, even if no 
one believed you. 

The medium is the message. In Becker’s second novel, Mis- 
leading the Authorities, his protagonist’s father buys at his mother’s 
urging a very expensive television, as they both spend much of 
their time at home. Unspoken is what program they will watch. 
When Becker’s friend, the “half Jewish” poet Giinter Kunert, 
wanted to mislead the authorities about why he was attracted to a 


54 ~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) = 


woman living in the West, he claimed it was her radio that at- 
tracted him, “a really cool radio, with push buttons and a magic 
eye.””> All of the GDR (with the exception of Dresden that could 
not receive it) watched West German television. This meant that 
there was also a medium that did, indeed, present an alternative 
message. And the clash of these two worlds, these two accounts of 
reality, was nowhere clearer than at 7 P.M. each night when on 
competing channels in West and East television appeared “The 
Sandman,” a program for children that told fairy stories. The song 
that accompanied them was known to everyone in West and East 
alike: “I am the sandman, every child knows me. And when I 
come, I say: ‘into bed quickly!” (“Ich bin der liebe Sandmann, 
mich kennt jedes Kind. Und komm’ ich, dann sag’ ich: ‘Ins 
Bettchen—geschwind!’”) Even fairy tales were political during the 
Cold War. The media competed for the hearts and the minds of 
the children on each side of the wall. They were assumed to be 
able to understand the advantages and disadvantages of both sys- 
tems by simply flipping the channel (albeit in secret). For Becker, 
this became a family activity and also underlies the complex ac- 
count of the perception of reality in Jacob the Liar. 

Suddenly what was a novel of the past becomes a description 
of the present. While Jacob the Liar was finished before the inva- 
sion of Czechoslovakia, it came to be read through that experi- 
ence. What suddenly emerges is a model that provides a reading in 
1968 of the frame of the novel, a test case for Becker’s post-1968 
view of the GDR. That the novel (and the subsequent film) is 
post-1968 is an historical accident, but as with all accidents, not 
without meaning. 

Becker’s final film script provides the basis for a critique of all 
ideologies that claim a true account of the world by presenting the 
means of seeing how ideologies deform belief systems and by un- 
derstating the function of the media in these systems. Here his 
claim is indeed “universal,” as the censor stated, but also “opposi- 
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tional and critical” as he himself had stated in his earlier film re- 
view in 1959. Like Ulrich Plenzdorf, who reverts to German clas- 
sical literature in the form of Goethe’s novel to present an 
analogous critique, Becker employs the Shoah and the world of 
the Nazis. While Becker was struggling with the recrafting of the 
first film script into the novel, Reiner Kunze (1966) wrote his 
poem on the problem of censorship: 


Von der notwendigkeit der On the necessity of the censor 
zensur 

Retuschierbar ist One can retouch 

Alles Everything 

Nur das negativ nicht Only not the negative 

In uns.?* In us. 


The rewriting of history is for Kunze and Becker not only possible 
but also likely. They had seen it already happen twice, both under 
the Nazis and following the fall of Stalin. What seemed to remain, 
however, was the sense of blame felt by all, the helplessness felt by 
the artist in the face of an acknowledgement of the deformation of 
history, and the changing role of the creative artist. Becker at- 
tacked this sense of the negative within the artist through a new 
medium for the GDR, the comic, and specifically the Jewish as- 
pect of the comic. 


THE RESISTANCE OF THE COMIC 


Becker’s choice of a comic approach to the theme of the Shoah was 
not accidental. He had written a number of feature films for 
DEFA before, many of them were somewhat lighter fare. For this 
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film, he literally went into the archives. He returned to Lodz for 
the first time, found his own family’s entries in the various ghetto 
archives, spoke extensively with survivors. He wanted, he wrote, to 
distinguish between reality and fantasy and to know when he was 
transgressing that boundary. He wanted to be able to “compose” 
the variants in the stories himself, rather than falling into simple 
errors.”° 

The film was finally made by DEFA in 1974 as a joint produc- 
tion with GDR TV, based on a new screenplay version of the 
novel written by Becker and directed by Frank Beyer. The film 
was awarded the National Prize Second Class (1975) in the GDR, 
was the first GDR film shown in the Berlinale, and received the 
only American Academy Award nomination for a film from the 
GDR. Becker was also aware that the film and (by extension) the 
novel were texts of the late 1960s and the early 1970s. In an inter- 
view in the GDR weekly Der Sonntag (Sunday), of April 20, 1975, 
he commented that such a film would have been seen as impossi- 
ble five years after the war. “Immediately after the war the ob- 
server would have seen such a treatment of this theme as 
blasphemy. I believe that our tale demands a high degree of 
knowledge. I can approach people with a tale like this only after 
they have been bombarded with information about that time for 
twenty or thirty years. In other words, for someone who knows 
nothing about what had happened then, this is an inappropriate 
text.” Becker’s sense of the film in 1975 is that it does constitute 
some type of “reaction formation” to his earlier experiences. The 
interviewer notes this reaction formation is found, according to 
Becker, in the ironic voice and is the key to what made the novel 
and the film different from the wide range of socialist films dealing 
with fascism. Indeed in April and May 1975, the GDR held a film 
festival of “anti-imperialist films,” among them Jacob the Liar 
(fakob der Liigner), throughout the entire country. The only film 
with any sense of irony and self-reflection was Becker’s. 
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Why did Becker choose the comic as his mode of representing 
the Shoah? Certainly one biographical reason is as a response to 
the silencing in the GDR of the voices representing the Jewish 
component in Nazi atrocities. Jews were often listed in terms of 
their national identity (as Russians, or Poles, or Germans), and the 
specific Jewish (anti-Semitic) aspect of the Shoah was repressed. 
This silencing forced Becker to create a “talking Jew,” the narrator 
who is in no way comic, who tells the life of Jacob. Then the 
comic moments become the problem of classic comedy: the mis- 
perception, purposeful or not, of the world. The rumors about the 
radio and the lies that a single truth heard on a radio cause Jacob 
to make are part of this misperception. The narrator, trying to 
string together a story in which he knows that truths and lies are 
hopelessly confused, is serious, even tragic in his narration. In the 
culture of the GDR, the Jews as victims of the Shoah were pres- 
ent, but in very specific ways. Even more than in West Germany 
(and, indeed, in the United States) before the early 1960s, the Jew- 
ish aspect of the Holocaust was marginalized or folded into the 
general question of fascism and its horrors immediately after the 
end of the war. Becker uses humor as a means of grabbing his au- 
dience’s attention and lowering their guard for something new. He 
claimed that it was a means of overcoming the defensiveness of his 
viewers in the GDR who expected only certain types of tales about 
German fascism, and those tales told in a very specific way. 
Humor was unexpected in this context. Also, Becker needed to 
deal with this expectation as he began to think of himself as a 
writer, but at first at least a writer for the movies. He attacked this 
sense of the split consciousness within the artist through the 
medium of the comic. The comic was always an acceptable 
weapon for the weak, but it was also a means of control by the 
strong. 

There is a second, contemporary cause for Becker’s sense of 
outrage at breaking the taboo on telling such a tale. For Becker, 
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the Prague Spring and its destruction by Warsaw Pact troops on 
August 21, 1968, presented a context for a reading of the novel and 
the planned film. From January 5, 1968, to April 17, 1969, Alexander 
Dubcek, the first secretary of the Communist Party of Czechoslo- 
vakia, had led a reform movement that was characterized by an 
opening of cultural freedom unparalleled in the Eastern block after 
World War II. It was especially marked during the early months of 
1968 by a greater freedom of expression given to the Czechoslova- 
kian media. Indeed, it was this cultural freedom that started Becker 
rethinking his relationship to “real existing socialism” in the GDR. 
The troops of the GDR seemed most prominent, given the memo- 
ries of the Nazi invasion of Czechoslovakia. This was the moment 
of Becker’s “break in his relationship with the GDR.””° He was no 
longer simply a loyal citizen of the GDR, the film writer employed 
by the state to write amusing, time-killing tripe. He suddenly saw 
himself as an outsider and the socialist state—a state that promised 
him a strong identity as a GDR citizen, rather than as a Jew—as the 
father that failed. Retrospectively, the GDR became a problem for 
him rather than a solution. 

A report of August 26, 1968, to the Stasi noted that on August 
23 Becker and his wife discussed the situation in Prague with an 
“unofficial source” who reported it in detail.?7 The source was 
quite surprised about the vehemence that the turn in Becker’s pol- 
itics had taken as “Becker’s political view appeared surprisingly 
quickly, because he had always spoken correctly before.” His views 
were clearly expressed in the report and certainly parallel his own 
later accounts. He stated to anyone that would listen that the inva- 
sion of Czechoslovakia marked the beginning of the end for the 
Warsaw Pact as Rumania, he believed, would leave the Warsaw 
Pact because of it. More than just destroying an alliance of pro- 
gressive states, the USSR destroyed with this act the worldwide 
communist movement. Richard Nixon rode the wave of anti- 


communism to win the U.S. presidential election that year. Becker 
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believed that the invasion violated the ability of the people to de- 
termine their own political direction. The people stood behind 
Alexander Dubcek, unlike, it is implied, the citizens of the GDR 
behind Ulbricht (who, one might add, met with Dubcek shortly 
before the invasion). 

Even more important is how this discussion shaped Becker’s 
sense of his own identity. Following the anti-Zionist rhetoric of 
the GDR, he started to question how one could judge Israel and 
Vietnam when one undertakes aggression oneself. Israel is really 
no different in its relationship to the Palestinians than the GDR is 
to the Prague Spring. He saw himself as a citizen of the GDR, but 
now this identity was drawn into question. As citizens of the GDR 
‘we” have to have another identity when we travel to Czechoslo- 
vakia. All through his attack, Becker spoke of the “Russians,” not 
the Soviet Union. It was the Russians who invaded Czechoslovakia 
as the Germans had decades before. And he called the Russians SS 
men. Retrospectively, the GDR becomes a problem rather than a 


solution. 


EXPECTATIONS 


The socialist hero is never a comic figure. The notion of the Jew in 
this role is an older one in German culture, both philo- and anti- 
Semitic. The Jew as the marginal little man, whose qualities do not 
include heroism and who is tossed by fate, is a standard trope; it is 
the image of the schlimazel in Jewish folklore. Becker uses this fig- 
ure to soften the demarcations between the victims, passive like the 
Jewish baby in Buchenwald who figured centrally in Frank Beyer’s 
Naked Among Wolves (Nackt unter Wolfen) (1963), and the brave an- 
tifascist (who is rarely if ever self-consciously identified as a Jew in 
the DEFA films). For Becker, the Shoah was the world devoid of 
directed meaning. It was a world in which randomness dominated 


the potential of any meaningful action. Laughter was a sign of the 
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ability for the individual to act and to effect only the most minor of 
changes, changes which, however, enable individuals, if only for a 
moment, to survive as human beings. Even the comic figure of the 
Jew, as appropriated by Becker, can be recast in this mold. 

The persuasive power of the initial script of Jacob the Liar rested 
on the simple fact that Becker was a Jewish survivor of the Shoah. 
His status was that of a victim of fascism (as opposed to an opponent 
of fascism). Certainly the early reviews of the novel and the “selling” 
of the actual film stressed the personality of the writer. Even the 
name Jurek (a Polish diminutive) pointed to the East and to the 
world of the survivor. Becker’s presence gave the film its claim to au- 
thenticity. He felt this too. For this film, he could not rely on his 
own repressed sense of the past. He claimed in the 1960s (and well 
into the 1980s) that he had forgotten everything about his own ex- 
perience of the past. In returning to Lodz, in going into the 
archives, he needed to provide his own sense of this authenticity, 
which would enable his audience to laugh. If the survivor-author 
could evoke laughter, then we, too, are permitted to laugh. 

For the audience in the GDR, the laughter evoked was two- 
pronged. It was a response to the notion of the Jewish (here read: 
Yiddish) writer of the comic. In 1970 Walter Felsenstein produced 
Jerry Bock, Sheldon Harnick, and Joseph Stein’s 1964 American 
musical Fiddler on the Roof at the Comic Opera in Berlin.?® The 
unprecedented success of this event in presenting what passed in 
East Berlin (as well as New York City) as “live Jews in their au- 
thentic Eastern context” set the stage for the reception of Becker’s 
second attempt to bring Jacob the Liar to the screen. The film of 
Fiddler on the Roof appeared in 1971. It was necessary to have the 
object, the theme of Jews and the Shoah, and the Jewish novelist- 
filmmaker writing in a Jewish (read: Eastern European Jewish) 
mode for the film to be acceptable to the GDR audience. The 
readers of the novel immediately associated its narrative stance 
with Sholem Aleichem, the Yiddish author of the tales on which 
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Fiddler on the Roof was based. Becker denied knowing this tradi- 
tion. What he did know and use was the GDR tradition of repre- 
senting Jewish narrative as imagined by non-Jews such as novelist 
Johannes Bobrowski, but turned it from a tragic to a comic mode. 
What gave the novel and the subsequent film its claim to authen- 
ticity was the comic voice of its author as a Jew and as a survivor. 

For Becker, the theme was the reeducation of the audience 
about the Shoah, but also equally about the problem of belief in 
systems that may or may not be congruent with the expectations 
of its believers. Becker uses the expectations of the audience about 
what should happen under such circumstances to destroy their 
certainty. Thus, the film is certainly about the Shoah, but it is even 
more so about belief systems and the expectations of life in ex- 
treme circumstances. What makes this double level of viewing 
possible is the use of the comic in the film. This is not satire. 
Satire would have to be aimed at one system or the other (as in 
Swift’s little- and big-enders). Instead the film addresses a 
metatheoretical problem, where one level of viewing is just as true 
about people in the GDR “believing” what they see on television 
from the West as it is about the Western presuppositions regard- 
ing cultural life in the GDR. By using humor and by placing this 
question in the collective past of the Germans, Becker is able to 
present a model of reeducation that seems to work for him and his 
audience in the early 1970s. By 1975, it is clear that it no longer 
works for Becker. This disillusionment is indeed the theme of his 
next novel, Misleading the Authorities (1973), which received liter- 
ary prizes in both West and East Germany. In this novel, the com- 
pulsive watching of films comes to be a refuge for the protagonist. 
The slide toward a critical opposition had already begun. 

Becker gave his rather notorious radio talk about what it means 
to be Jewish in 1977, immediately after leaving the GDR for the 
West following the expulsion of his close friend, Wolf Biermann. He 
was asked by the interviewer how one made a Jew; he understood 
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that when two human beings reproduced, they made another human 
being. How did one make a Jew? His secular identity, formed in the 
GDR after 1949, was the natural extension of his father’s Polish Jew- 
ish secular identity of the prewar years. The experience of the Shoah, 
his survival of the Lodz ghetto and the Ravensbriick concentration 
camp, seemed to have been bracketed. The Enlightenment roots of 
Becker’s notion that Jews, too, are simply human beings were clear— 
all human beings are equal. However, history made that an impossi- 
ble promise for Jurek Becker, and his struggle with that promise of 
his own personal autonomy as a human being, rather than as a Jew, 
and then as a human being who was a Jew marked his creative life. 
However, it was, of course, as a Jewish filmmaker and a Jewish writer 
about the Jewish theme, the Shoah, that Becker is established in the 
consciousness of the West and the East. Thus, Becker, alone of those 
who leave the GDR following the Biermann affair, is given a decade- 
long visa, one that actually in its final form outlasted the state that 
gave it to him. One simply did not exile those seen in the public 
sphere as Jewish survivors from the peasants’ and workers’ state. 

Immediately after he moved to the West in 1977, Becker au- 
thored two further screenplays about the Shoah, both serious 
treatments of the subject. The first West German film about the 
Shoah in West Germany undertaken by a Jewish writer and direc- 
tor, Peter Lilienthal’s David (1979) had its initial script penned by 
Becker. This was a disaster, from Becker’s point of view, and he 
emphatically wrote on the final draft of the film script that he had 
had nothing to do with this version at all! A later film about the 
Shoah and its repercussions, written with his fellow GDR-expellee 
Thomas Brasch, himself half-Jewish, was Der Passagier—Welcome 
to Germany (1988) starring Tony Curtis. Neither of these films 
were “comic,” nor were they successful. 

‘The resonance of Becker’s image of the Jew in the Shoah is 
both that Jacob is everyman but that he is a particularly Jewish 
everyman. Becker’s world is the world, not of such cultural invisi- 
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bility, but of the inherent visibility of the antihero, who is labeled 
as Jewish from the opening moment of the film. The flashbacks to 
the prewar world of Jacob Heym as the owner of a small restau- 
rant, with a love life, and a place in the society, provides a continu- 
ity to the Jacob of the camps. Viewers and readers understand 
Jurek Becker’s world as authentic because of his biography: it is 
the world of the Jew in the Shoah. This world is defined as a dis- 
continuous world, one that had been ruptured by the Shoah. 
There is no real possibility of there being any sort of continuity 
that extends past the death camps. 

Becker works self-consciously against type in this film. He 
avoids the pious clichés of the socialist-realist representation of 
victim or hero, of antifascism as an ideology. What he does use are 
the assumptions about Jewish difference that dominate German 
(and Western) culture and he turns them on their head. These 
turn out to be qualities ascribed to the “stage” Jew, the schlemiel, 
which run counter to the heroic. The character of Jacob Heym 
becomes a positive figure in his status as a little man. He is the 
schlemiel who cannot avoid the randomness of the world in which 
he exists, but can, through simple actions, attempt to ameliorate 
its suffering. 

In the Shoah, individual action could not guarantee the salva- 
tion of any individual. The famed German Jewish sociologist 
Theodor Adorno tells of overhearing two women leaving a pro- 
duction of The Diary of Anne Frank in Frankfurt in the 1960s. One 
turns to the other and says: “Yes, but that girl at least should have 
been allowed to live”? Becker’s deep pessimism knows that at the 
end those who are spared, like the narrator of Jacob, are spared ac- 
cidentally, and have the obligation to tell their stories. That these 
stories are comic is the result of the pattern of accident. Here 
A. C. Bradley, the great Shakespearean scholar of the early twenti- 
eth century, was right about the relationship between laughter and 
accident.*° Accident is the wellspring of comedy and laughter, not 
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because it is the opposite of tragedy, but because it is the substanti- 
ation of the random in life over which one can only laugh or weep. 
In Jacob, Becker provides the ability to do both and made it possi- 
ble to use the elicitation of laughter as a means of representing the 
unrepresentable—not only the Shoah but the randomness of life. 

Becker’s film script (and his novel) entered into the world in 
which the struggle against fascism, the Shoah, and the survivor 
were all constituent parts of both the experience and the ideology 
of that experience. Whether acknowledged or repressed, the mur- 
der of the Jews was a fact in the lives of the survivors (like Max 
Becker and his son) as well as of the Germany they chose to live in. 
‘This would have been true in different ways in West Germany or 
Poland in the 1950s and 1960s. 

The heroic, as in Steven Spielberg’s complex and contradic- 
tory image of Oscar Schindler, can now be an acceptable part of 
the telling of the Shoah’s history. Oscar Schindler’s tale makes 
sense as a 1990s narrative of the Shoah because it recounts his suc- 
cess in rescuing Jews. His is a world of the survivor, not the world 
of the victim. Purposeful action can change the world. It can avert 
the accidents of history. The world historical personality can 
change the shape of history. 

The movement of the Shoah into history means that the 
claims for authenticity, which made a film such as Jacob the Liar 
even conceivable for the general audience (if not for the survivor 
such as Max Becker), are no longer needed. The Shoah is becom- 
ing (has become?) a factor of general historical experience of the 
West rather than of the experience only of those who were or were 
imagined to be the primary victims. In this case, the topic of the 
Shoah is also analogous to the earliest comic films in which anti- 
Semitism was seen as a sign of the general inhumanity of fascism 
rather than as its most evil and salient feature. On the frontier that 
was East Germany this was as “Jewish” as one identified as a sur- 
vivor and thus a Jew, such as Jurek Becker, could be. 


CHAPTER TWO 


[S LIFE. BEAUTIFUL? 
CAN THE SHOAH BE FUNNY? 


On the Frontier between Acceptable 
and Unacceptable Representations 


of the Holocaust in Some Newer and Older Films 


LAUGHTER AND THE SHOAH 


JUREK BECKER’S COMIC FILM WAS A PRODUCT OF HIS LIFE 
on the frontier that was Germany after the Shoah. It illustrated 
the complex nature of being Jewish on that frontier with all of its 
contradictions and confrontations. The path-breaking work that 
he undertook in the 1960s and thereafter led to a strange sort of 
debate in the subsequent decades. In the years after he wrote Jacob 
the Liar, there was much public speculation about the impossibility 
of imagining the appropriate way of representing the Shoah. 
Humor or the comic rarely figured in this discussion in the 1960s 
and 1970s even after the success of Becker’s novel and film. They 
were somehow considered beyond the bounds of propriety. Even 
if the Shoah could be represented (and this was contested), how it 
should be represented seemed not at all in question: it should be 


S.L. Gilman, Jewish Frontiers 
© Sander L. Gilman 2003 


66 »~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) = 


serious and sober. Even the appropriation of forms such as the 
commix (the graphic novel), by artists and authors such as Art 
Spiegelman in his Maus: A Survivor’s Tale (1986), self-consciously 
stripped these forms of any comic, humorous, or witty content or 
intent.! Indeed, Spiegelman’s text works against the popular 
American assumption that serious themes cannot be dealt with in 
the graphic novel form. In Israel such appropriations even in the 
form of the commix seem not to have been imaginable at all.? In 
Japan, on the other hand, one of the most powerful series of 
Osamu Tezuka’s manga [commix], Also Tell Adolph (Adolph ni Tsugu) 
(1983), which received the Kodansha Manga Award in 1986, 
chronicles the Shoah as seen from the viewpoint of the Japanese.’ 
Neither Spiegelman’s nor ‘Tezuka’s commix is comic.* 

If even commix have avoided the comic in representing the 
Shoah, let us pause for a moment and ask one of our title questions 
again: “Can the Shoah be funny?” Can horror be understood 
through laughter? Who laughs? (Quid rides?) was the ancient’s 
question. The audience, the victim, the perpetrators? Is laughter 
the intention of the creator of a work of art or the response of an 
audience? Is laughter intentional or, as in the case of the high 
school students at Castlemont High School in Oakland in April 
1994 who laughed at a screening of Schindler’s List at a school as- 
sembly, situational?> (Anything and everything at a school assem- 
bly is understood by high school students as potentially the source 
of laughter.) Even more basic to our question: what is the Shoah? 
Is the Shoah a specific moment in time, a specific set of horrors or 
is it a metaphor for all genocides, past, present, and future? Is it 
European history or is itan American “problem”? as Peter Novick 
asks.° Clearly it is the attempt to murder all of Europe’s Jews, an 
attempt that succeeded in murdering millions of Jews along with 
millions of others. But any understanding of the Shoah must ac- 
knowledge that its meaning and function has changed over the 
fifty years since it occurred. The murder of the Jews moved over 
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half a century from being one aspect of the crimes of the Nazis to 
being the central, defining aspect of the Third Reich. Over the 
past decade or so, it has evolved from a specific historical moment 
to the metaphor for horror itself. Can the Shoah be funny? This is 
a question, which must be framed in both its historical and its eth- 
ical dimensions.’ 

Central to any discussion of humor in the Shoah is an under- 
standing of what concept of humor is evoked. Virtually all of the 
theoretical views of the comic in the West are ways of speaking 
about narratives: the stories that are told that encapsulate humor. 
If you begin with Thomas Hobbes’s notion that humor is in com- 
plex ways wedded to notions of power or the illusion of power, 
then humor is a weapon aimed at those perceived as weaker or 
stronger than oneself. Yet if Sigmund Freud’s image of humor 
(Witz) is employed, then the tendentious laughter that results is a 
sign of an attack on the object of the joke, an attack shared with 
the listener, reader, or viewer. Mikhail Bakhtin saw the comic, at 
least in the world of carnival, as part of a permitted reversal of all 
values in which the world is turned on its head, but within accept- 
able limits. What are these limits in regard to the Shoah? Is humor 
a gratification of the forbidden or unspeakable desires which 
Hobbes’s notion of humor places in the public sphere? Henri 
Bergson saw in humor the desire to humiliate and to correct those 
who are perceived as different in a public manner. These are quite 
contradictory models of humor and yet they all rely on one 
marker—the physiological production of laughter—for the clear 
distinction of what is humorous.® Laughter is, of course, the prime 
marker of the comic whatever the theoretical explanation of why 
we laugh.? Can we imagine laughing at representations of the 
Shoah? Is there an earned laughter that teaches and a false laugh- 
ter that obfuscates? 

The late Terrence Des Pres, writing shortly after Art Spiegel- 
man’s Maus was first collected in book form, wrote of the clear 
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proscription against laughter in representations of the Shoah.!? He 
saw a form of “Holocaust etiquette,” which “dictates that anything 
pertaining to the Holocaust must be serious, must be reverential in 
a manner that acknowledges (and supports) the sacredness of its oc- 
casion” (278). Yet, he argued that laughter, humor, and the comic 
mode are helpful as coping mechanisms. ‘Tragedy is rooted, accord- 
ing to Des Pres, in an unmediated claim of realism; the comic 
makes no claim on realistic representation. The comic, countering 
the Shakespearean critic A. C. Bradley, is more than a world of 
drama divided between the tragedies that dealt with the perma- 
nents of life and the comedies with the accidents.!! In refusing to 
accept mimesis as possible, the comic could potentially reject the 
idea that the Shoah is historically bounded. The comic allows for 
distance, self-possession, evaluation, and protest in regard to the fi- 
nality of the “final solution to the Jewish Question.” Des Pres, in 
his essay on “Holocaust Laughter,” wrote: “In the realm of art, a 
comic response is more resilient, more effectively in revolt against 
terror and the sources of terror than a response that is solemn or 
tragic. ... Comic art resists that which has come to pass.” “Holo- 
caust laughter,” he says, is “life-reclaiming” (281). 

It is clear, in spite of Des Pres’s title, that no one ever actually 
laughed while reading Maus. It was never received as the equivalent 
to Roadrunner or to the Itchy and Scratchy Show. And that is cer- 
tainly even more the case with Osamu Tezuka’s work, which does 
not replace human figures with animal analogies. Graphic novels 
need not be comic at all. What is striking is that even when humor- 
ous modes of expression are used in representing the Shoah, laugh- 
ter is rarely the desired reaction. Certainly there are some contexts 
in which laughter is desired, but these have been clearly circum- 
scribed. That there are tasteless jokes about the Shoah there is no 
doubt. And people are supposed to laugh at them (or perhaps at 
their tastelessness)! Allen Dundes and his colleagues in the United 
States and in (then) West Germany collected sets of Auschwitz 
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jokes, which, by their very nature are understood as the perpetra- 
tors “laughing” at the victims.!? Their tone is similar to the “little 
moron” jokes of the 1950s while their content often verges on the 
obscene or the anti-Semitic. They are read as comic because their 
narrative voice seems to be neutral, that is, they are understood as 
being told “about” Jews rather than “by” Jews. The Jew in these 
jokes is the object and there is no sense of identification with the 
Jew. Thus, laughter can occur in a joke about the Shoah only when 
the Jew is literally moved to the margins of the joke. The jokes be- 
come, at least in Dundes’s reading, a means of distancing the teller 
and the listener from the horrors of the Shoah. 

But with the exception of such jokes, none of the comic repre- 
sentations of the Shoah are intended to evoke laughter. All assume 
that the author and the reader (the teller and the listener now as 
disembodied entities) will not laugh, even at the comic turns of the 
fiction. Serious fiction dealing with the Shoah—with few excep- 
tions such as Edgar Hilsenrath’s The Nazi and the Barber (1973) or 
Leslie Epstein’s King of the Jews (1979)—has avoided the very use 
of the comic as a narrative device.’ But even in those cases, it is 
black comedy, framed by a satirical narrative voice to guide the 
reader, who rarely or ever actually laughs at the bleak vision of the 
Shoah. Much like the work of Art Spiegelman, himself the child of 
a survivor, there is a need to bend the form to the topic rather than 
the other way around. Such works can generate no laughter.!* 

But more than this seems to be necessary for such works to be 
accepted. ‘To have been accepted into high culture as an adequate 
representation of the Shoah, such texts have to be seen as stem- 
ming from the pen of Jews. And, one should note at this point, 
that the authors of such texts are more often than not clearly self- 
identified as Jews. Spiegelman and Epstein have this declared on 
the jackets of their books. Hilsenrath has been paraded by his pub- 
lishers as a survivor of the Nazi ghettos in Transnistria. His per- 
sona was key to the reception of The Nazi and the Barber in both 
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the United States and Germany. One should note that Hilsen- 
rath’s novel was first published in the United States in an English 
translation in 1973; it had to wait four years before it found a Ger- 
man publisher. When it was finally published in German, it was in 
a version expurgated by its author of its most critical, satirical con- 
clusion. When asked why he had cut the conclusion that con- 
demned God for being passive while the Jews were being 
slaughtered, he noted that such a text could be read by Americans 
but would be misunderstood by Germans. They would read it, he 
noted, as a statement exculpating them and blaming God!!> Being 
heard as a comic Jewish voice in Germany in the 1970s was some- 
thing quite different, at least in regard to the meaning of the 
Shoah, than being heard as a comic Jewish voice in America. Such 
a comic voice is of course not the voice that evoked laughter but 
rather nostalgia. There is no intention for the reader of either ver- 
sion of the novel to laugh. 

The evocation of identity and life experience as a means of 
even permitting the use of the comic in a limited sense to repre- 
sent the Shoah seems vital. Certainly, even in the historical and 
autobiographical accounts of life in the Third Reich and among 
Jews during the Shoah, there are glimmers of discussions of 
humor.'® Recently a few of the videotaped memoirs of survivors 
of the Nazi camps and ghettos stressed the pragmatic function of 
humor as a means of coping or even of survival.!” Such laughter 
is a response to the reality of the Shoah as individual experience. 
It seems to be, at least in the survivors’ accounts, a rather sur- 
prising means of keeping one’s sense of control in a situation 
where no control was possible. Laughter on the part of the inter- 
viewer or on the part of the viewer of such videotapes, however, 
is missing. 

Laughter, however, does not moderate the representation of 
the Shoah. Art Spiegelman can never truly understand his father’s 
life; jokes and humor in the camps seem virtually foolish in their 
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inadequacy. No one can laugh at or even with his figures. Their 
laughter (if it occurs) seems inexplicable, while the laughter in the 
accounts of the actual survivors seems comprehensible. And for 
those who have had no exposure to the events except through the 
cultural representations of the Shoah, comedy seems to have been 
simply more problematic than the tragic: laughter cannot ever be 
evoked. Why is it that if humor does have a function in ameliorat- 
ing the effects of the Shoah, we are so very uncomfortable imagin- 
ing laughter in the context of the Shoah? Indeed, can there be 
anything funny about representing the Shoah? 

One might say that laughter in regard to the notion of a 
Shoah is especially marginalized since there remains in today’s 
world the strong image of a Jewish comic voice evoking laughter.'® 
The great comic tradition of modern Jewish letters is seen to run 
from Sholem Aleichem to Josef Roth to Philip Roth to Woody 
Allen to Simon Louvish. (Never mind from Eddie Cantor to 
Lenny Bruce to Jerry Seinfeld.) The Jewish voice seems to be one 
in which the comic and humor dominates. (Of course, there is an- 
other voice, that of deep pessimism, which runs from Shalom Asch 
to I. J. Singer to Aaron Appelfeld, but let us bracket that for the 
moment.) Jewish voices can be—indeed are often—understood 
today as comic voices evoking laughter. ‘This was clearly part of the 
powerful reception of Jurek Becker’s work. Yet in regard to the 
Shoah, this comic voice is marginalized if not suppressed. 

Is it appropriate to use the comic (and its physiological re- 
sponse, laughter) in representing events of transcendental horror? 
How much does the redefinition of the horrors of World War IT 
(after 1945) into the central position of the Shoah (by the 1970s) 
preclude or enable laughter to be imagined as a possible mode of 
representation? And how much does the presupposition of the 
image of the Jew as the comic and as the victim enable or preclude 
Jewish or non-Jewish uses of laughter in making representations 
of the Shoah publicly acceptable? 
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FUNNY FILMS 


It is only in the cinema after Jurek Becker’s filming of Jacob the 
Liar (1974) that the comic and its corollary, laughter, seem to have 
a role in an adequate representation of the Shoah. (One might 
note that the comic in the cinema from its very origin is coupled 
with laughter; from the silent screen on, film comedies intend for 
their audiences to laugh in the anonymity of the darkened theater. 
Our sense of distance is much greater than when we are told a joke 
or when we read a novel.) Certainly in most films on the Shoah, 
from Alain Resnais’s Night and Fog (1956) to Claude Lanzmann’s 
Shoah (1985) to Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993), laughter 
is not only missing but also inconceivable.!? These films also pro- 
vide a trajectory. They move from the image of the Shoah in 
which the victims are literally missing or present only as photo- 
graphs from the liberation of the camps to accounts in which liv- 
ing survivors provide narratives of the past (and in the case of 
Spielberg’s film, accounts of their meaningful survival). And yet 
there are films in which the comic seems to be appropriate—at 
least to some viewers and critics.’° 

The comic is possible when imagining the Third Reich and 
the Nazis as the enemy. It is a means of assuring the viewer that 
the victim is smarter and more resilient than the aggressor. The 
victim must be in a position to win or at least to survive the world 
of the Nazis. Not all film evocations of the Third Reich seem to 
need to (or want to) evoke the Shoah. Partially this has to do with 
when the work was made and the meanings attached to the Shoah 
at the time. But it is possible to write a comedy about the Third 
Reich two decades after the 1940s, such as the long-running TV 
series Hogan’s Heroes (1965-1971), without evoking the Shoah. In- 
deed, such representations are possible only if the survival of the 
victims, here the Allied prisoners-of-war, is never drawn into 


question. Like its model, the German Jewish director Billy 
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Wilder’s Stalag 17 (1951), a murder mystery set in a prisoner-of- 
war camp, the central problem of the television series is the neces- 
sary preservation of the prisoners’ lives. The laugh track on this 
series was possible only if the idea of the Shoah and its horrors 
were eliminated from the audience’s consideration. No random- 
ness is permitted, and thus the inherent randomness of the Shoah 
must be eliminated in such representations. 

The earliest comic films dealing with the Third Reich and its 
treatment of the Jews were made before or at the very beginning 
of the murder of Europe’s Jews.”! No reference to the Shoah is 
possible in such films, a fact not lost on their makers. The Anglo 
Jewish actor Charlie Chaplin’s Jewish barber in The Great Dictator 
(1940) (with Paulette Goddard as his Jewish wife) presents a cri- 
tique of fascist racism that historically prefigures the Shoah. (One 
can also mention the Three Stooges short You Natzi [sic] Spy of 
1940 as another example of such pre-Shoah parodies of the Nazis.) 
Chaplin himself commented well after the war that “had I known 
of the actual horrors of the German concentration camps, I could 
not have made The Great Dictator; I could not have made fun of 
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the homicidal insanity of the Nazis.”? Nor could his audience 
have laughed. Yet the evocation of laughter by this film is possible 
today because the film’s treatment of anti-Semitism makes it seem 
relatively harmless in retrospect. 

Indeed, the German Jewish director Ernst Lubitsch’s 7o Be or 
Not to Be (1942) was a film intended to evoke laughter. It starred 
the Jewish vaudeville and radio comedian Jack Benny as the actor 
Joseph ‘Tura, about whom it is said by a Nazi officer: “What he did 
to Shakespeare we are now doing to Poland.” In the film there is 
no intimation of the persecution of the Jews. The response of at 
least one critic was to wonder why audiences should “laugh at 
some broad anti-Nazi satire while we are weeping over the sad fate 
of Poland.”** For Lubitsch the answer was clear: “American audi- 
ences don’t laugh at those Nazis because they underestimate their 
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menace, but because they are happy to see this new order and its 
ideology being ridiculed.”** Even though Chaplin and Benny were 
Jewish (as were Jerome Lester Horwitz a.k.a. Curly Howard, 
Louis Fienberg a.k.a. Larry Fine, and Moses Horwitz a.k.a. Moe 
Howard), the reference for the film in the 1940s was anti- 
Semitism, not the potential or actual destruction of European 
Jewry. Such films seem today to be relatively harmless period 
pieces in their evocation of laughter. And we do laugh at them 
now as they were laughed at in the 1940s. 

In his remake of To Be or Not to Be (1983), Mel Brooks could 
not avoid the omnipresence of the Shoah in the American audi- 
ence’s mind.”¢ In this film Brooks played a triple role: the actor- 
protagonist, Hamlet, and Hitler. The strained nature of the 
remake was to no small degree the result of that oppressive if un- 
spoken presence of the Shoah in the audience’s awareness. That 
Mel Brooks was Jewish did not ameliorate this sense of unease, but 
it did give the film a level of public acceptability. Comedy in this 
context was only possible by bracketing the Final Solution. And 
such a bracketing was impossible, at least in America, once the 
Shoah became the stuff of mass culture following the showing of 
the NBC-TV series Holocaust: A Story of Two Families on April 16, 
1978. This series was even more widely viewed than the 1977 TV 
miniseries on the African American experience, Roots! 

Brooks’s most successful use of an anti-Nazi satire was the 
musical-within-the-film “Springtime for Hitler” in his first film, 
The Producers (1967). This satire worked only because it was not 
supposed to work. But it also worked because in 1967 the audience 
was still at a moment in time when the name Hitler was not solely 
identified with the Shoah. The musical in the film was to be the 
ultimate bad-taste flop for the producer Max Bialystok (played by 
Zero Mostel) but it almost destroys him because it becomes a pop- 
ular success. After the 1980s such images of the Nazis could be 
made only with the implicit evocation of the Shoah. In Brooks’s 
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popular remake of his 1967 film into a Broadway musical in 2001, 
he again worked against the seriousness of the world of the Nazis 
by avoiding any mention of the Shoah in his transformation of 
Hitler into a comic musical character. Yet, while he avoided any 
reference to the Shoah, Brooks was attacked for his use of the fig- 
ure of Hitler, which by this time had become completely identified 
with the image of the Shoah. He responded: “Hitler was part of 
this incredible idea that you could put Jews in concentration 
camps and kill them... . How do you get even with the man? You 
have to bring him down with ridicule, because if you stand on a 
soapbox, you’re just as bad as he is, but if you can make people 
laugh at him, then you’re one up on him. It’s been one of my life- 
long jobs—to make the world laugh at Adolph Hilter.”’” By 2001, 
the public had returned to the power of humor to define its rela- 
tionship to the Shoah, as Ernst Lubitsch had done with his image 
of the Nazis in 1942. 

Similar to Brooks’s remaking the pre-Shoah Lubitsch film, the 
American playwright S. N. Behrman reworked Franz Werfel’s 
“comedy after a tragedy” Jacobowsky and the Colonel after 1945. 
Originally written in 1941-42 and published at the end of the war, 
Werfel’s sad comedy was turned into a preachy and rather heavy- 
handed Broadway comedy of manners with some reflection on the 
global nature of prejudice. (It became a sort of comedic South Pa- 
cific.) When the Jewish comic Danny Kaye redid Behrman’s text as 
the film Me and the Colonel (1957), there seemed to be no trace of 
the ultimate future of such Polish Jews as the central characters in 
the Shoah. All is reduced to a cat-and-mouse game to be won 
eventually by the pursued not the pursuers. The comic here, as in 
To Be or Not to Be, is employed as a means of avoiding any repre- 
sentation of the Shoah. Laughter can exist because the Shoah is 
unmentioned (and unmentionable). 

More recently there have been a number of films by self- 
identified Jewish authors and directors that use the comic as a 
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means of representing the Shoah. The Australian Jewish director 
of operas Elijah Moshinsky created his black comedy Genghis Cohn 
(1992) for BBC-TYV. Starring Robert Lindsay, Diana Rigg, and the 
South African Jewish actor Anthony Sher as the title character, it 
was adapted by Stanley Price from the Franco Jewish author Ro- 
main Gary’s novel The Dance of Genghis Cohn (La Danse de Genghis 
Cohn) (1967). Moshinsky’s film is an account of a former Nazi 
camp commander at Dachau, living incognito in a quiet village 
after the war, who finds his sins coming back to haunt him as the 
ghost of a Jewish comedian he put to death lures him into becom- 
ing a Jew. Laughter results in this film from the audience’s identifi- 
cation with the ghost, who, as a convention in the film, marks not 
the dead of the Shoah but their continued existence (as memory) 
in the present. Since the murder of Cohn did not result in his 
obliteration but in his continued existence, laughter can result. 

Moshinsky’s film uses the Hollywood convention of the fea- 
ture film that employs ghosts as living beings to comment on and 
interact with the world (as in The Ghost and Mrs. Muir [1947]). 
The Canadian film Punch Me in the Stomach (1994), from a screen- 
play by the performance artist Deb Filler and Francine Zucker- 
man, and starring Deb Filler, uses the convention of the 
monologue film (such as Jonathan Demme’s film of Spalding 
Grey’s Swimming to Cambodia {1986]) to evoke laughter. The 
monologue is the autobiographical adaptation of comedienne 
Filler’s one-woman stage show, in which she plays the role of 36 
different characters from her extended family. She is self-identi- 
fied in the film as the daughter of a Shoah survivor. She presents 
an account of how her father requested her to accompany him on 
a tour of the concentration and death camps he had been in. She 
narrates this experience but only after framing this with other sto- 
ries about her own family and upbringing. 

Many of her stories are invented, as she tells her audience to- 
ward the end of the show, such as the one about her father as a sur- 
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vivor-as-television-star. Her father did indeed become famous in 
Australia because he was a survivor and because of his daughter’s 
stage work, but that was life imitating art, not vice versa. During 
the television scene, the schematic course of her father’s testimony 
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suddenly gets interrupted when he says: . and also, sounds 
funny I know, but you had to keep your sense of humor.” Then he 
tells the story about his first night in the barracks. There was not 
enough space. He and his fellow inmates were crammed so tightly 
into a bed that they could turn over only together and on com- 
mand. “We laughed, we had to,” he says. “What else could you 
do? We laughed the whole first night in Auschwitz.” Laughter is, 
in the memory of the survivor, a coping mechanism. When he 
travels to Theresienstadt decades later with his daughter, the visit 
ends too, in Filler’s enactment of it, with a powerful comic twist. 
Returning from the run-down toilets of the museum and holding 
in her hand a broken toilet chain, she and her father burst into 
laughter. “We were laughing so hard we couldn’t stop.” The 
laughter, however, is the laughter of the participants, not of the 
audience. Indeed, the viewers’ reaction is dumfoundedness as the 
daughter narrates her father’s laughter. 

One can mention the extraordinary, supposedly autobio- 
graphical German-language film by the Hungarian Jewish play- 
wright and theater director George Tabori, My Mother’s Courage 
(1996), directed by the Dutch filmmaker Michael Verhoeven, who 
was also responsible for one of the best films about the German 
response to the Shoah, The Nasty Girl (1990).?8 Using the putative 
account of his mother’s one-day round trip from Auschwitz to Bu- 
dapest, ‘Tabori notes the often arbitrary nature of personal survival 
and destiny. “Where were you? Why were you out so long without 
letting us know?” her family demands in the film when she returns 
after her day at Auschwitz. The cultured and soft-spoken Mrs. Ta- 
bori, played by British actress Pauline Collins, is an unlikely match 
for her captors. Yet, she quietly sizes up her ill-bred fascist jailers 
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and determines a courageous way out by claiming loudly that she 
has papers at home that protect her. As she manages her escape, 
we are well aware that she is the sole passenger on that crowded 
transport who does. The comic in Tabori’s account lies in the con- 
trast between the audacious nature of his mother’s actions and the 
accident of her survival. Laughter from the audience results be- 
cause of the seeming implausibility of both the actions and the at- 
titudes. The comic is the result of different readings of Jewish 
chutzpa and German obduracy. 

The comic in all of the films results from a double presence: 
the speaking daughter of the survivor on stage; the 80-year-old 
‘Tabori in Verhoeven’s film framing his mother’s life; and the dead 
comic, as a ghostly presence in the present, manipulating the 
world of the Nazi by forcing him to convert to Judaism. Laughter 
haunts Genghis Cohn not only because of the ghostly presence of 
the past throughout, but more importantly a past that exists in liv- 
ing form in the present. As with the dramatization of the diary of 
Anne Frank, the dead are brought back to life, if only for a mo- 
ment.’? This coupled with the claim of the authenticity of a living 
Jewish voice provides the potential for the audience’s laughter. 

Filler, Verhoeven, and Moshinsky use the comic and its power 
to evoke laughter in different ways to translate the Shoah for the 
viewer of the 1990s. All three films, however, had very limited re- 
lease and very limited critical response. (Here one should mention 
the unreleased 1972 Jerry Lewis film The Day the Clown Cried, 
about Helmut Drook, a clown who is forced to entertain children 
on their way to the gas chambers to keep them quiet.) They were 
unsuccessful as generally accepted representations of the Shoah 
because they used humor as their central narrative strategy. And as 
self-conscious products of Jewish directors, they made a claim on 
the comic voice of the Jew. However, in the context of the world of 
Schindler’s List, the general public did not accept any such comic 


voice. 
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BENIGNI’S LIFE 1S BEAUTIFUL 


There is no doubt about the success of Roberto Benigni’s tragi- 
comedy Life Is Beautiful (La Vita e Bella) (1998) released by Mira- 
max. The Italian film opened its American run on October 22, 
1998, in New York and Los Angeles, having won the Cannes 
Grand Jury Prize as well as the Jerusalem Film Festival Award. 
The following March, the film was awarded Oscars for the best 
foreign film and original dramatic score, and Benigni won an 
Oscar as well for best male actor. This triple win indicates some 
level of commercial and critical acceptance in the United States. 
Part of this is attributable to Roberto Benigni’s international repu- 
tation as a contemporary Jerry Lewis or Jacques Tati or Cantinflas, 
a comic actor whose presence evokes specific comic turns well be- 
yond the national culture in which he was initially best known. In 
Jim Jarmusch’s Down by Law (1986) and Night on Earth (1991), Be- 
nigni presented his physical comedy (similar to Robin Williams or 
Jim Carrey) to a “high art” audience—which loved it. Of course, 
Benigni also replaced the late Peter Sellers in Blake Edwards’s se- 
quel Son of the Pink Panther (1993), which was a critical as well as a 
commercial disaster. In all of these humorous films, laughter was 
the intended (if sometimes missed) goal. 

Life Is Beautiful opens as a rather standard love story concern- 
ing a marginal figure, Guido (Roberto Benigni) who moves to a 
small town in the Tuscan countryside to begin work as a waiter 
under the tutelage of his eccentric uncle. Upon his arrival, the 
schoolteacher Dora (Nicoletta Braschi) literally falls into his arms 
when he rescues her from a bee and then again when he runs into 
her with his bicycle. She is clearly socially a class above him. He 
begins a romantic pursuit of the schoolteacher despite her engage- 
ment to another man, a fascist officer. Historically it is set in Mus- 
solini’s Italy, but it is an idealized world, a world before the 
Germans come and ruin Benigni’s pure memory of childhood.*° 
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A series of comic exchanges follow in Guido’s pursuit of Dora. 
One foreshadows the turn at the core of the film when Guido 
takes over the role of a fascist school inspector and presents a lec- 
ture about pure and beautiful racial types, with himself as the pri- 
mary example, to Dora’s students and colleagues. The sole intent 
in this scene is to create a double world of laughter. The teachers 
(at least Dora) and the students break into laughter at Guido’s ex- 
aggeration; the audience does also but at the “secret” that the au- 
dience shares with Guido. For Guido is Jewish, a point made in his 
exchange with his waiter-uncle who has been harassed by fascist 
toughs. 

Eventually Guido captures the heart of Dora from her fascist 
fiancé and they elope. Flashing forward to several years later, 
Guido and Dora are seemingly happily married and have a small 
son Giosue (Giorgio Cantarini). The underlying tensions in this 
world are revealed when it is clear that Dora’s upper-class mother 
had cut her daughter off from the family for marrying a Jew. Yet 
when she meets Giosue in his father’s shop, she is overwhelmed 
and agrees to join the family for dinner for the first time. While 
fascism is a bother to the young family and while it has some anti- 
Semitic overtones in the film, it is only the arrival of the Germans 
that destroys their idyll. This happens in literally the same mo- 
ment as the mother-in-law’s first visit. She arrives with her daugh- 
ter to an empty house, Guido and Giosue having been seized and 
sent to a concentration camp. After the SS comes to deport Guido 
and his Jewish son, Guido invents a game as an excuse for their 
being ripped from their home as well as from their wife and 
mother. The game is simple: father and son are in an elaborate 
competition with the others in the camp to see who can collect the 
most points by undertaking a series of “games”: who can stay still 
longest in the barracks, who cannot cry for his mother, who can go 
without much food, etc. The daily experiences of rescuing the 
child have been made into a contest. 
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Shifting in tone from the fairy tale romance, Life Is Beautiful 
follows the events experienced by Guido and Giosue at a concen- 
tration camp, which bears all of the hallmarks of the Auschwitz 
scene in Schindler’s List. To preserve the idea that this is all a game 
for his son, Benigni offers to translate for the Nazi officer by pre- 
tending to speak German. As the officer barks out the camp’s rules 
and regulations, Benigni translates them as the rules of a game for 
his young son. The grand prize of a tank awaits the little boy who 
does not whine that he misses his mother and who plays hide-and- 
seek all day from the guards. The comic moment is the misappre- 
hension of the guard that his brutal rules are being understood. 
The quizzical look on the face of those inmates who understand 
Guido’s Italian “translation” creates laughter on the part of the 
viewer. 

As the days of the supposed game drag on into weeks, Guido 
finds it more and more of an effort to keep up the facade. Desper- 
ation seeps in during his moments alone, but he always keeps a 
positive face for his young son. When he discovers his wife, Dora, 
has volunteered to enter the concentration camp even though she 
is not herself Jewish, Benigni finds one more reason to stretch out 
the game. When the camp is being emptied upon the arrival of the 
Americans, Guido is almost randomly taken out and shot, having 
first concealed his son. This moment comes when the boy had 
amassed sufficient points to win the fantasy game that the father 
had created to keep his son from the realities of the camp. The 
boy is rescued by an American tank (the promised reward for win- 
ning the competition) which bears him along a column of prison- 
ers who have walked out of the camp. The tank and its crew are 
the real deus ex machina, for through them he finds his mother. 
Child and mother are reunited. Happy end. 

‘Throughout the film, indeed up to the very end, Roberto Be- 
nigni’s physical comedy underlines the childlike nature of the 
actor and the necessity of representing the image of innocence. 
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This is his image in the international cinema. It is not a Jewish 
image as Benigni is neither Jewish himself nor has he self- 
consciously played Jewish characters in the past. Indeed, his selec- 
tion of the theme and setting seems to have had more (at least 
according to his own account) to do with his desire to play a figure 
in extremis, rather than with a figure in a movie about the Shoah. 
He noted that the germ of the film took shape in a conversation 
with his coauthor Vincenzo Cerami in 1995 with the “idea of a man 
in the most extreme circumstances who tries to convince himself 
he’s not there.”?! What better setting than the Shoah for such test- 
ing of character and actor alike.*? The idea of doing a comic film 
about the Shoah was first dismissed by Benigni, who imagined it 
might appear as “Donald Duck in an extermination camp.”?? And 
yet when working on the film with Cerami, he began to emphasize 
his own identity as the “child of a survivor.” His father had been 
fighting as a member of the Italian army until Italy was forced to 
switch sides in 1943. He was then rounded up and sent to work as a 
laborer in Germany. Benigni reads his father’s account as follows: 
“He was an antifascist, but he was not political. ... So he was sud- 
denly captured by the Nazis and put in a work camp in Germany 
for two years. He came back a skeleton, covered with insects... . 
And when he came back he told stories about what a nightmare it 
was, like Primo Levi did in his book.”3+ The work camps, no mat- 
ter what their horrors, were, of course, not Auschwitz. In order ret- 
rospectively to give him the moral authority to make this film, 
Benigni reconsiders his history so as not to appear merely like 
“Donald Duck in an extermination camp.” In doing so, he created 
a quasi-autobiographical film about the Shoah. 

Needless to say, Life Is Beautiful did not have a uniformly pos- 
itive reception. Many critics actively loathed it. In its reception 
and its structure, Roberto Benigni’s film in a strange way picks up 
the theme and the tone of the concentration camp as a site for the 
grotesque and the unreal that began in Italian film with Lina 
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Wertmuller, the first woman director to receive an Oscar nomina- 
tion, especially with her film Seven Beauties (1976).*° There slap- 
stick humor was used to frame a concentration camp experience of 
a small time-Casanova, a non-Jew, Pasqualino Settebellezze 
(played by Giancarlo Giannini). Like that film, Benigni’s has been 
the subject of both praise and attack. During a press conference at 
the Cannes festival, one French journalist stood up to accuse Be- 
nigni of mocking the victims of the Shoah, declaring that he was 
“scandalized” by the picture. A reporter from the International 
Herald Tribune stated the she “loathed this film,” and London’s 
Guardian wrote that it is “a hopelessly inadequate memorial to the 
vile events of the Holocaust.”3° The Israeli humorist Ephraim 
Kishon, perhaps the best-known Jewish writer in today’s Germany 
and himself a Hungarian survivor of the death camps, observed 
that the film violates all the realities of the camps. No child, he 
noted, could be so hidden without being discovered and killed. It 
is a film “made for Hollywood and not for those who have experi- 
enced the Holocaust. One can speak with humor about the Holo- 
caust, only when one completely falsifies it.”3” The notion that any 
fiction about the camp that uses humor is immediately both 
“Hollywood”—that is, an American fantasy about the past—and a 
falsification was heard from many survivors. 

There was even some discussion as to whether Benigni “ap- 
propriated” bits of a French Rumanian director’s comic fable of 
the Shoah, Radu Mihaileanu’s Train of Life (Train de Vie) (1998).°® 
In this film, starring Lionel Abelanski as Shlomo, the town idiot, 
Shlomo masquerades as a German officer to commandeer a train 
and rescue the inhabitants of a shtet/. Unlike the Italian film, the 
end of this film is tragic. All of the comic turns still do not give the 
Jews any real control over their lives. Death seems the one option 
that in the end does triumph. 

In a symposium of the U.S. Comedy Arts Festival in Aspen, 
film director James L. Brooks called Life Is Beautiful “a movie 
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about the comic spirit.” He noted that “he was dumfounded by 
criticism from people offended by what they have perceived to be 
its lighthearted treatment of the Holocaust.” One of the other 
speakers, the comedian Janeane Garofalo, noted that she had a 
friend who “felt that as a subject [the Shoah] there was no way to 
put a positive spin on it.”3? While the Italian press was generally 
ecstatic by Benigni’s winning the Oscar, I/ Corriere della Sera 
(March 23, 1999) asked on its front page whether the comic was 
the best possible way for Italian culture to be judged abroad. It an- 
swered the question by having Dario Fo note in an op-ed piece on 
page 9 that 1999 was the year that he, a comic writer, won the 
Nobel Prize for Literature. It was also the same year that Benigni 
won the Oscar. For the Italian commentators, there was no ques- 
tion about the substance of the film, only its Italian provenance. 
We must ask along with the doubters, what would be an adequate 
cinematic representation if Roberto Benigni’s comic spin were not? 
What is clearly the case is that Benigni’s figure is Jewish only 
within the Italian model of the hidden Jew. The Italian model was 
that Jews were literally invisible within Italian culture and that it 
was only German bestiality that differentiated them from their 
non-Jewish Italian neighbors. Certainly the notion in the film is 
that the viewer sees Guido as a Jew only when his uncle complains 
that he has been made the brunt of anti-Semitic attacks. Only then 
does the marginal figure that we see on the road become a version 
of the wandering Jew. While Italian fascist anti-Semitism is 
evoked, it is of a rather comic type, such as the painting of anti- 
Semitic slogans on the side of a horse. This myth is perpetuated in 
the film, even though there are clearly socially isolating moments 
stressed, such as the response of Dora’s mother who is alienated 
from her daughter because of her marriage to a Jew up to the day 
when the Germans seize her husband and child. This juxtaposition 
again stresses the “good Italians” and their relationship to “their 
Jews” as opposed to the bad, murderous Germans of the camps. 
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Benigni’s character is not seen at the beginning of the film as a 
Jew. From the standpoint of the non-Italian viewer, his character 
is not Jewish in terms of the cultural semiotics of this category. 
Rather, he fulfills the stereotypes and self-image of the Italian Jew 
as held by Jewish survivors such as Primo Levi, that they were well 
integrated into Italian prewar society and no different than other 
Italians. In contrast, Jurek Becker’s world in Jacob the Liar is a 
world not of such cultural invisibility but of the inherent visibility 
of the antihero, labeled as Jewish from the film’s start. Benigni’s 
non-Jewish world is a world that promises continuities between 
the past, the Shoah, and the future. 

Benigni too attempts to use the Shoah’s victims, but unlike 
Jurek Becker who self-consciously uses this vocabulary as an anti- 
dote to the heroic, Begnini simply uses them for their own worth, 
for their own value. The fairy tale sequence in Facob is different in 
kind than the game in Life Is Beautiful. While both center on ac- 
knowledging the fantasy world of the child, in preserving it, in fo- 
cusing on the difference between the expectations of adults and 
those of children, Jurek Becker’s goal is the momentary suspension 
of anxiety, which seems to be the purpose of his film. Roberto Be- 
nigni’s goal within the plot is the physical rescue of the child. In 
this way, Benigni makes a claim for the true heroism of the father 
who puts his son’s life ahead of his own and succeeds in rescuing 
him. This is the promise of laughter in comic representations of 
the Third Reich from The Great Dictator to Hogan’s Heroes. When 
we laugh at the protagonist in his attempts both to ameliorate the 
life of his son under fascism and finally to save his life in the death 
camp, we acknowledge the fact that these attempts must be suc- 
cessful. Laughter as evoked by the comic turns in this film is our 
guarantee of the happy end, the rescue of the child. 

However, it is a rather complicated happy end. Not only 
have all of Guido’s actions resulted in his son’s rescue, but the re- 
union of mother and son provides the perfect resolution to 
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Guido’s disruption of Dora’s Catholic world. The son, who by 
Nazi law was Jewish but by Orthodox Jewish law is not Jewish, 
and the non-Jewish mother are seen in the final shot as a 
Madonna and child, a restored Italian family with its divisive 
Jewish aspect missing. This seems to be a perfect happy end for a 
film about the ability of any individual to shape history. The res- 
cue of mother and child reconstitutes the Italian utopia that ex- 
isted before Guido interrupted it by his conquest of Dora. The 
promised future, impossible in Jurek Becker’s world, is guaran- 
teed by the selfless act of sacrifice of the father. Laughter is the 
key in our understanding both these films. Becker’s laughter is 
undermined. We laugh because we are confronted with our own 
assumptions about the rules by which the world of the camps 
functioned. Benigni’s laughter is proof that whatever else will 
happen, the rescue of the child must take place. Our expectations 
are fulfilled and we feel good about our laughter. 


ANOTHER JACOB THE LIAR 


The central difference between Jurek Becker and Roberto Be- 
nigni, however, lies in the movement of time and the permanence 
of the cultural record. By the 1990s, the Shoah had become his- 
tory rather than memory. Chaplin’s and Lubitsch’s images of fas- 
cism are as much a part of the visual history of our time as are 
Resnais’s and Spielberg’s. By the 1990s as the Shoah became part 
of history in film, its representations became tied to the figures of 
the survivors and became heroic. Roberto Benigni could select a 
mode of evoking laughter as long as he tied it to the heroic. And 
the heroic, in this case, must be a success. No laughter could result 
if, by the conclusion of the film, not only the father but also the 
child (and his mother) were dead. 

Laughter is again possible in the 1990s as it was in the early 
1940s. But it is also possible by a filmmaker who is self- 
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consciously understood as not being Jewish, as not needing the au- 
thenticity that a Jewish public identity would bring to the telling 
of the tale. This is, of course, also analogous to the cases of Chap- 
lin and Lubitsch. While the Nazis labeled both as Jewish, in nei- 
ther case was this an aspect of their public persona in the early 
1940s. In Jurek Becker’s world, a world defined by the Jewishness 
(that is, the victim status) of the author, laughter was possible only 
with the suspension of the knowledge of the eventual (and seem- 
ingly random) death of all of the protagonists. These two tradi- 
tions now live side-by-side rather than historically succeeding one 
another. The cinema, like all art forms, levels the moment of its 
own origin and becomes part and parcel of the viewer’s own time. 

On September 24, 1999, the remake of Jurek Becker's Jacob 
the Liar was released, altering Becker and Beyer’s texts for a post- 
Schindler’s List sensibility. The new version of this film so trans- 
formed its inner structure as to make it a clear barometer of how 
the comic can now be used in representing the Shoah at the close 
of the millennium. The TriStar Pictures-Blue Wolf production, 
directed by the Hungarian-born, Francophone director Peter 
Kassovitz, stars Robin Williams as Jacob Heym with Alan Arkin as 
the actor Frankfurter and Armin Miiller-Stahl as Dr. Kirschbaum 
in major supporting roles. (Armin Miiller-Stahl is the only actor 
from Frank Beyer’s film to reappear in the new version.) The new 
script was written by Kassovitz and the French writer Didier De- 
coin, based on the French translation of the novel. Kassovitz ini- 
tially developed the idea for a revision of the material with the 
French producer Gouze Renal in 1990, before Becker’s death. 
Becker read the early draft of the script; however, it was only in 
October 1997 that Williams’s Blue Wolf Productions began film- 
ing. Marsha Williams, the company’s president, had been instru- 
mental in furthering the film as a serious vehicle for her husband. 
Its producer was Steven Haft, who had worked with Robin 
Williams on Dead Poets Society. 
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With few changes, this version follows the path of the novel as 
well as Beyer’s film up to the moment when Lina (played by 
Hannah ‘Taylor Gordon) is allowed to listen to Jacob’s radio from 
behind a screen. The seemingly small changes early in the film 
are, however, important in framing the odd twist that Kassovitz 
gives it. The scene in which Jacob accidentally overhears the news 
on the radio in the German officer’s room is an extraordinary mo- 
ment of Chaplinesque slapstick in Beyer’s film.*? Jacob gets his 
coattails trapped in the door and cannot escape. This is cut in 
Kassovitz’s version. In this role, Robin Williams is unexpectedly 
understated. His acting has few flights of fancy, little extemporiza- 
tion. His Jacob is the little man trapped in a tragic world. 

The other change early in the film is the audience’s intro- 
duction to Lina, who is rescued from a train that had slowed near 
the ghetto on its way to the death camp, when her mother drops 
her through a hole in the floor of the car. She joins with Jacob, 
just released by the German officer, on his flight back into the 
ghetto. Jacob hides her in his attic and she becomes the focus of 
his life. When she becomes ill, he promises her that she can lis- 
ten to the radio if she wishes herself well. When she does, he en- 
acts the radio for her. He imitates Winston Churchill. He then 
puts on a dance record on his record player and dances with her. 
Here the illusion of Jacob creating the radio is broken. Both the 
record player and the music it plays exist in the world. Unlike in 
the Beyer film—where the dancing and the music exist only in 
Jacob’s memory (and the audience’s but not the child’s view)— 
here reality dominates. And because of this there is no ironic 
break. The child never looks behind the screen. She is too busy 
dancing with Jacob. There is no seeming shared sense of the pos- 
itive duplicity of the adult between the child and the audience. 
The moment that the record player is introduced, foreshadowed 
in the revised scene in which her mother drops Lina from the 
train, establishes the new theme of the film. The child, who must 
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be rescued in this film, is innocence itself and innocence must 
survive. 

In order to accomplish this, Kassovitz’s major change is to 
make Jacob and Dr. Kirschbaum (Miiller-Stahl) into heroes. The 
radio comes to represent not only the ability to introduce some 
modicum of hope into the ghetto but, since this is now a heroic 
film, it becomes the focus for a planned insurrection against the 
Germans. Jacob, much against his will, becomes the ringleader of 
this planned uprising. Kirschbaum turns out to be a world famous 
cardiologist who is called on to treat a vicious German general 
(also introduced into this version) who suffers from (what else?) a 
bad heart. Kirschbaum commits suicide in the general’s office 
rather than reveal who has or does not have the radio. This marks 
the first true break with the spirit of Becker’s novel. The doctor’s 
suicide is the first sign that Jurek Becker’s father’s desire—to have 
his son write a novel about the heroic aspects of the ghetto—will 
dominate this version. Jacob begins to spin more and more elabo- 
rate tales about the advances of the Russian troops based on what 
his audience imagines he has heard on his nonexistent radio. One 
has American tanks arriving on the Russian front accompanied by 
a jazz band that he can hear in the background on his radio. It also 
foregrounds precisely those figures whom Jurek Becker con- 
sciously and deliberately put into the background. In Becker’s con- 
ception of the work, the Germans are peripheral figures. They 
dominate life in the ghetto but from its edges. They are a felt 
rather than a seen force. Peter Kassovitz changes this substantially. 
Not only are the Germans present, they have contours and faces, 
such as the sadistic German general with the bad heart, which are 
clearly indebted to figures such as Amon Goeth in Schindler's List. 

After the doctor’s suicide, the Germans take hostages in order 
to flush out the owner of the radio and stop the planned uprising. 
Jacob is forced to give himself (and his radio) up to rescue them. 
He enters the German command and it is clear that, as in the final 
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scene in Life Is Beautiful, the Germans are preparing to flee. This 
is a clear sign that rescue is at hand, that Jacob was right all along, 
and that the Germans must lose historically. This is quite differ- 
ent from the mood in Jurek Becker’s novel in which at no point 
can the audience be sure of the outcome of events. Even with de- 
feat imminent, the Germans are still afraid of a potential insur- 
rection that might inhibit their withdrawal. A torture scene is 
introduced in which Jacob is forced to admit that he has had no 
radio. Then Jacob is taken before the entire ghetto to announce 
that he had no radio and that the insurrection against the Ger- 
mans that had been planned would be a failure. On the scaffold, 
Jacob says nothing. This infuriates the evil general who shoots 
him. A voice over a shot of Jacob’s dead body observes that he had 
prepared a brave speech that he could not deliver. His silence is 
brave enough. 

The ghetto is cleared. The inhabitants, including the little 
girl, are loaded on a train for the death camps. And then Kassovitz 
reintroduces the double ending from the novel. Do they all die or 
do the Russian troops stop the train and free them? While both 
are stated, the latter is clearly the case as we begin to see the world 
through the child’s eyes. First she sees the Russian soldiers and 
their tanks. Then she sees two Russian musicians accompanying 
the troops, and finally she sees the American jazz band (with the 
Andrews Sisters singing) that had peopled Jacob’s account of what 
he had heard on the radio. 

The similarity to the conclusion of Life Is Beautiful (which had 
not been released when Kassovitz’s film went into postproduction) 
is striking. The child is rescued and the rescuer dies. The deus ex 
machina of the American and Russian tanks marks the end of the 
Shoah. Jacob may have died (even though his voice seems to exist 
in the film after his physical death). Yet he is still very much alive 
in the mind of Lina, whose final word, mouthed as she sees the vi- 
sion of the American jazz band, is “Jacob.” 
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In an interview Robin Williams noted that “How you go on in 
the face of that is with anything you have, everything at your 
power, and humor is part of it. It’s weird to think of people still 
having a sense of humor in the face of that, but they did. Amid 
people committing suicide and getting shot if they went near the 
gate.” It is “art” that transcends the horror; as Williams continues, 
“they would still have concerts and productions, all these different 
things. They were still trying to maintain that.” In this film art is 
trapped between the comic and the tragic. “[The film] went back 
and forth between being very funny and very tragic and very bru- 
tal within moments. Most of the scenes were about everyday life— 
this interaction in the face of something quite horrific.” Kassovitz 
seeks the amelioration of this tension through the introduction of 
the heroic. 

‘The tension between the comic and the tragic is one that is 
perceived in this film not as Jewish but as human, a dichotomy 
that underlies many of the recent films about the Shoah. “Jacob 
says, ‘I’m not [Jewish]. I don’t light the candles at Shabbat,” says 
Williams. “But to the Gestapo, he’s the biggest Jew there ever was. 
He thought of himself always as Polish, and then he’s forced to be 
here, and then in a weird way he finds out how Jewish he is—first 
by force, but also by connection to the situation.” His juxtaposi- 
tion of the comic and the tragic produces, according to Williams, 
the human that is understood as the universal aspect of the Shoah, 
as opposed to the particular Jewish aspect framed by Jurek Becker. 
“The purpose of this,” says Williams, “is to look at these people as 
human beings. Not as a statistic, a number.”*! 

The universal heroic in art comes to be the pattern for the 
comic representation of the Shoah at the end of the millennium. 
Jurek Becker’s great novel of action in the face of the vagaries of 
fate has become part of a rereading of the Shoah as the place of 
heroic action. On the new frontier, the very idea of a humanistic 
but nonheroic image of the Shoah becomes difficult to maintain. 
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The comic reinforces the heroic so that the audience can only 
laugh if it can simultaneously admire the protagonist. This com- 
promise shows how the very idea of the Shoah has come to be in- 
corporated in greater models of Western cinematic culture, rather 
than as with Jurek Becker, having its roots in a Soviet antifascism 
crafted on the frontier of the cold war. 


PART Il 


DISEASES AND BOUNDARIES 


CHAPTER THREE 


SMOKING JEWS ON THE FRONTIER 


JEWS AND TOBACCO 


‘THE MYTH SEEMS TO BEGIN AT THE VERY START OF EURO- 
pean exploration of the frontier in the New World. On November 
2, 1492, Christopher Columbus, having landed on what will later be 
called Cuba, sent two of his crew to spy out the land. They returned 
to him on November 6, 1492, announcing that they had found a vil- 
lage of people who “drank smoke.” They “light one end of the 
tabuco [sic] and by the other suck, ... by which they become be- 
numbed and almost drunk.” One of the two men was Luis de ‘Tor- 
res, Columbus’s interpreter, who “knew how to speak Hebrew and 
Chaldean (Aramaic) and even some Arabic.”! It was Luis de Torres 
who, according to the myth, introduces tobacco and smoking into 
modern Europe.” De Torres, modern scholars assume, was one of 
the hidden Jews who remained in Spain after the expulsion of the 
Jews and Moors that very year. The account quoted here, written by 
Columbus’s later companion, the priest Bartolomé de Las Casas, as 
a commentary on Columbus’s widely circulated diaries, was pub- 
lished only in 1825 and Las Casas’s magisterial History of the Indies 
appeared only in 1875. Their actual publication places this “legend” 
very much within the nineteenth-century debates about Jews and 
tobacco. That late nineteenth-century scholars quickly associated 
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de Torres with the expulsion of the Jews at the moment of the East 
European pogroms, and that they made a strong, negative associa- 
tion of the Jews with tobacco should not be astonishing.’ 

Smoking (in all of its forms and in all of its products) is a cul- 
tural phenomenon of human societies from the ancient world to 
modern times. Every culture in recorded history has had some- 
thing that it smoked, whether as a cure or for pleasure, whether as 
ritual or as part of popular culture. At different times we have 
smoked tobacco, opium, scented cigarettes, or marijuana through- 
out the world. Yet, there is a strange but powerful association of 
Jews in Europe and beyond with smoking tobacco. This associa- 
tion is so powerful, it forms a means of describing the moderniza- 
tion of Jewish identity from the eighteenth century to the present. 
Some of this association rests on the actual role that individual 
Jews played in the evolution of the European tobacco industry 
from the early modern period on.* But though Jews played a sub- 
stantial role in the tobacco industry (as did many other ethnic and 
religious groups), their association with it also reflected the chang- 
ing meaning of smoking from the Enlightenment to the present. 
Being stereotyped as smokers was a means of labeling the essential 
nature of the Jew both within and beyond the Jewish community. 
The association of Jews and tobacco thus had a part in shaping 
how Jews in Europe were imagined as a group and, indeed, how 
they imagined themselves and the meaning given to the social act 
of smoking in Jewish culture. 

The association between Jews and smoking was never merely 
a symbolic one. As early as 1612 the city council of Hamburg per- 
mitted Sephardi Jews from Portugal to be residents in Hamburg; 
while not permitted to live in the inner city, they were also not re- 
quired to live in ghettos. They were tradespeople who specialized 
in the wholesale trade of exotic wares such as tobacco, sugar, cof- 
fee, cocoa, calico, and spices. Sephardi Jews also settled in the 
Dutch province of Groningen in 1683, again as tobacco mer- 
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chants. As “exotics” in Northern Europe and given their role in 
trade with the New World, especially with Brazil, the Jews of the 
Sephardi diaspora generally became associated with the positive 
aspects of tobacco as a luxury product. 

As tobacco became a major European staple during the six- 
teenth and seventeenth centuries, Jews in Northern Europe were 
also involved in its cultivation, treatment, and processing. In areas 
outside the traditional Jewish urban settlements of Amsterdam or 
Hamburg, Jews were primarily engaged in rural occupations or 
lived and worked in small towns. In states such as Baden in South- 
west Germany, an area that was the center of German tobacco pro- 
duction during the early nineteenth century, Jews grew, processed, 
and traded the plant. They assumed an increasing role as middle- 
men, buying, curing, and manufacturing cigars and pipe tobacco. 
Indeed, by the beginning of the twentieth century Jews owned 
about 40 percent of all of the tobacco-related companies in the city 
of Mannheim and represented about 4 percent of its population.’ 

In Iceland, where there were de facto no Jews before the 
twentieth century, the Icelanders strongly linked one imported 
product with Jews: Fu<eth>atobaki<eth> (Jewish tobacco) that Dan- 
ish Jews had exported to Iceland since the early eighteenth cen- 
tury.° This social fact was read as part of the mythology of Jewish 
difference that grew up around Jews and tobacco in the course of 
the nineteenth century. 

In Central Europe in the Hapsburg empire, it was only after 
civil emancipation of the Jews at the close of the eighteenth cen- 
tury that they were permitted to engage in the tobacco trade. 
Diego d’Aguilar held the tobacco monopoly in Austria using 
Christian nobles as middlemen from 1743 to 1748, and Israel 
Honig established the State Tobacco Monopoly in 1788.’ From 
the nineteenth century on, Jews were seen as the face of the to- 
bacco trade in Central Europe as well as in the United States. Eu- 
ropean Jews had been the work force of American tobacco 
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processing since the seventeenth century. At that point, Jewish 
merchants, such as the firm of Asher and Solomon, dominated the 
snuff trade. The Jewish firm of Keeney Brothers, whose brand of 
cigarettes, Sweet Caporals, was the best-selling brand of the nine- 
teenth century, employed 2,000 Jewish workers. The trade union 
movement began with Samuel Gompers organizing the cigar 
makers in the 1870s and 1880s. Jews also became identified with 
tobacco retailing. Companies such as Loeser and Wolf in Berlin 
became hallmarks of the tobacco trade. In partitioned Poland, 
Leopold Kronenberg produced 25 percent of the cigars and ciga- 
rettes manufactured in 1867.8 

In more rural areas of the Russian empire, Caucasian Moun- 
tain Jews (also known as ‘Tats and Dagchufuts) were first permitted 
to own and till land in the course of the nineteenth century. While 
their oldest occupation was growing rice, they also grew tobacco 
and became associated with the tobacco trade. The association of 
Jews and tobacco was thus reinforced as Jews were emancipated or 
at least permitted to move from purely trading occupations to 
agriculture. 

After World War I, Polish Jews were actually forbidden em- 
ployment in the state tobacco monopoly. By the early 1930s, be- 
fore the Nazi seizure of power in Germany in 1933, the Nazi 
bullyboys in the SA accused one of the major producers of ciga- 
rettes of making “Jewish cigarettes” because a member of the 
board of directors was a Jew.’ Jewish participation in the tobacco 
industry by this point was often read through the lens of anti-Se- 


mitic rhetoric. 


JEWISH SMOKE 


Jews themselves had to confront both the simple fact that Jews 
smoked and the meaning ascribed to smoking in the worlds that 
they inhabited. The traditional rabbis throughout Europe had al- 
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ready been debating what function smoking was permitted to have 
within the more or less rigid rules for Jewish daily life. Could one 
smoke on festivals and the Sabbath when lighting a fire was pro- 
hibited? Could one smoke in synagogue or while studying? Smok- 
ing had become a fixed part of Jewish life on the frontier as it was 
with all peoples among whom the Jews dwelt. In Turkey, both 
Jewish men and women smoked. While the rabbis banned this on 
festivals and the Sabbath, many were so addicted, according to 
Rabbi Hayyim Benveniste writing in the mid-seventeenth century, 
that they would fill a water pipe with smoke on Friday and inhale 
it on the Sabbath.!° 

Anti-Semites, who saw tobacco as weakening the social fabric, 
laid its very origin at the feet of the Jews. (There is a strong associ- 
ation between health reform and anti-Semitism in Central Europe 
from the nineteenth century through to the twentieth century.) 
‘This view is documented in the Christian anti-Semitic literature 
of the nineteenth-century German Romantic poets, such as a con- 
tribution of the poet Clemens Brentano to the German-Christian 
‘Table Society created in 1811. For him it was the Jews who 


in the year 1696 planted the first tobacco in the Mark Branden- 
burg. Thus they hindered the development of our countrymen 
and generated the many sinful and confused thoughts that arose 
in the devilish steam bath of this plant that already stank while it 
was growing. Indeed one can survey all of the destruction that this 
horrid herb generated. One sees in the fall the tall, leafless stems 
that dominate the poverty-stricken land like gallows. At that mo- 
ment, one can believe the old Jewish myth that Christ admon- 
ished all trees not to bear his body, so that every cross that was 
made collapsed. Then a Jew bound such plant stems out of the 
devil’s garden together to a great height until he was crucified.!! 


The Jews themselves are so addicted to this narcotic, states 
Brentano, that they even subvert their own laws prohibiting smoking 
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on the Sabbath to avoid the restriction on lighting fire on the Sab- 
bath. Brentano goes on to associate these apparent character flaws 
with the “remarkable inherited diseases” of the Jews, diseases that 
Brentano attributes to the Jews as a punishment for their denial of 
Christ. Tobacco consumption comes to be a means of describing yet 
another sign of the innate physical and psychological difference of 
the Jews. 

It was not only among anti-Semites that smoking came to 
characterize the difference of the Jews. The tradition of smoking 
came to be one of the major attributes in the biographies of the 
mid-eighteenth-century founder of modern Jewish mysticism, the 
Baal Shem ‘Tov, the Master of the Sacred Name. There we find ac- 
counts of the /wke, the long-stemmed pipe, that he, regularly 
smoked. The Hasidic tradition imagined that when the Baal Shem 
‘Tov “wished to proceed to the upper worlds he would inhale to- 
bacco and at each puff he would proceed from world to world.”!” 
Smoking and mystic beliefs were associated with the East. West- 
ern Jews were thus able to distance themselves from the perceived 
irrationalism of the competing Hasidic tradition by seeing the ad- 
diction to tobacco as a sign of the irrationalism of the Eastern Jew. 
Modern scholarship has continued this argument as it surmises 
that the source for the master’s mystical visions and the power of 
his message was that his pipe was filled with substances other than 
tobacco! 

Among Jews in Germany in the eighteenth century there was 
a strong association of smoking as a sign of Jewish difference. The 
new middle-class Jews of the Berlin Haskalah, the Jewish Enlight- 
enment, attributed an unhealthy addiction to tobacco to the East- 
ern Jews of Poland and Russia. At the close of the eighteenth 
century, modern Judaism in the shape of the religious reforms ad- 
vocated by the Berlin Enlightenment Jew Moses Mendelssohn 
competed with the mystical reforms advocated by the Baal Shem 
‘Tov at more or less the same moment. Mendelssohn’s view of Ju- 
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daism was as an inherently rational religion in which all of the 
rules for a healthy life were present. His followers saw the Eastern 
Jewish mystical tradition as the source of illness and corruption. In 
fact, both confronted what they saw as moribund orthodoxy and 
saw themselves as competitors to reform Judaism. The quintes- 
sential autobiography of such an Enlightenment Jew, the Polish 
Solomon Maimon (1793), provides the reader with an account of 
how he moved from the irrationalism of Jewish mysticism to 
Kantian rationalism and thus became a modern Jew. 

Maimon describes his visit as a young man to the Hasidic 
court of the miracle rabbi, Dov Ber of Mezhirech. There he sees 
“simple men of this sect, who saunter about idly the entire day, 
pipe in mouth, when asked what they are thinking about, replied, 
‘We are thinking about God.’”!* Enlightened Jews such as Mai- 
mon condemned the smoking by the mystics as a sign of their irra- 
tionalism and weak character. The mystics believed, Maimon 
sarcastically implied, that they could reach God through tobacco! 
He knew better: “as their knowledge of nature was extremely lim- 
ited; and consequently the condition, in which they concentrated 
their activity upon an object which, in respect of their capacity, 
was unfruitful, became of necessity unnatural.” When Eastern Eu- 
ropean Jews smoked it was a sign of naive irrationality, in contrast 
to the Western Jew who smoked. 

‘Tobacco smoking had been a sign of the acculturation of Jews 
into European society in the seventeenth century but now came 
to be read as an unnatural barrier to Eastern Jews becoming truly 
modern.'* In another anti-Hasidic polemic written in 1772, the 
Hasidim are condemned for postponing morning prayers so that 
they “can place incense in their nostrils.”!° This insult is actually 
a paraphrase of Deuteronomy 33:10 where the incense used in 
the Temple before prayer is mentioned. In at least one mystical 
tradition “the weed known as tobacco is considered by the 
tsadikim (pious) to be like incense.”!’ Thus some of these mystics 
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associated the act of smoking with the divine sparks that exist in 
all matter. They could only be released from tobacco through the 
act of smoking.'* Smoking is thus a form of mystical prayer and 
was therefore also seen as a form of segudah, the magical means of 
healing.'? By the end of the nineteenth century, those who had 
advocated that one could use tobacco on holy days and fast days 
had won their argument, but smoking was still generally banned 
on the Sabbath and Yom Kippur. Modern writers in the East 
could ironically critique this seeming hypocrisy as Raphael 
Kohen did in Russia in a modern Hebrew satire when he stated 
that cigar smoking must be permitted on the Sabbath as it is one 
of the Sabbath’s pleasures (“oneg shabbat”).?° Jews smoked and 
other Jews gave this smoking meaning. 


SMOKING AND JEWISH DISEASE 


The debate about smoking and the Jews reappears in the science 
of the late nineteenth century in the context of horrid and un- 
mentionable diseases attributed to the Jews by writers such as 
Clemens Brentano. The French neurologist Jean Martin Charcot 
in 1858 described “Claudication intermittente” for the first time 
as a medical diagnosis.*' He defined it as the chronic reoccur- 
rence of pain and tension in the lower leg, a growing sense of 
stiffness, and finally a total inability to move the leg, which causes 
a marked and noticeable inhibition of gait. This occurs between a 
few minutes and a half hour after beginning a period of activity, 
such as walking. It spontaneously vanishes only to be repeated at 
regular intervals. 

Charcot’s diagnostic category, intermittent claudication, be- 
came part of the description of the pathological difference of the 
Jew and one of the specific diseases associated with Eastern Euro- 
pean Jews. H. Higier in Warsaw published a long paper in 1901 
that summarized the state of knowledge about intermittent claudi- 
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cation as a sign of the racial makeup of the Jew.” The majority of 
the 23 patients he examined were Jews, and he found that the eti- 
ology of the disease was “the primary role of the neuropathic dis- 
position [of the patients] and the inborn weakness of their 
peripheral circulatory system.” By the time Higier published his 
paper at the turn of the century, this was a given in the neurologi- 
cal literature. Such illnesses were to be found among the male 
Jews from the East, from the provinces. Heinrich Singer saw in- 
termittent claudication as proof of the “general nervous encum- 
brance born by the Jewish race.””? This is a restatement of the 
Haskalah’s view that the Eastern Jews were diseased because of 
their form of religious practice as well as their “2000” years in the 
ghetto. Jewish reformers saw the only way to transform the dis- 
eased Jewish body was to liberate the Eastern Jew from his social 
bondage. 

The earlier debate between Enlightened Jews and the Hasidic 
masters about the meaning of smoking for Jews suddenly became 
part of the science of the nineteenth century as it sought to explain 
disease through a model of racial degeneracy. One of the attempts 
to move this intermittent claudication classification away from a 
sign of the general weakness of the modern Jew’s body was taken 
up by Samuel Goldflam in Warsaw.”* Goldflam was one of the 
most notable neurologists of the first half of the century.” What 
was noteworthy in Goldflam’s analysis of his patients with inter- 
mittent claudication was not that they were all Eastern Jews, but 
that they were almost all very heavy smokers. Thus, it is not the ill 
Jewish body that bears the stigma of nervous disease but rather to- 
bacco intoxication.”° 

In a major review essay on the “nervous diseases of the Jews,” 
‘Toby Cohn, a noted Jewish neurologist, included intermittent 
claudication as one of his categories of neurological deficits.’ 
While commenting on the anecdotal nature of the evidence and 
calling on a review essay by the Jewish neurologist Kurt Mendel 
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(who does not discuss the question of “race” at all’*), he accepted 
the specific nature of the Jewish risk for this syndrome while leav- 
ing the etiology open. Two radically different etiologies had been 
proposed: the first reflected on the neuropathic qualities of the 
Jewish body, especially in regard to diseases of the circulatory sys- 
tem. The other potential etiology noted by Goldflam and Cohn 
did not reflect on the inherent qualities of the Jewish foot, leg, and 
body, but on the misuse of tobacco and the resulting occlusion of 
the circulatory system in the extremities. It is tobacco that, ac- 
cording to Wilhelm Erb, played a major role in the etiology of in- 
termittent claudication.’? In a somewhat later study of 45 cases of 
the syndrome, Erb found, to his own surprise, that at least 35 of 
his patients showed an excessive use of tobacco (defined as the 
consumption of 40 to 60 cigarettes or 10 to 15 cigars a day).°° In- 
deed, the moral dimension that the latter provide in their discus- 
sion of the evils of tobacco misuse is an answer to the image of the 
neurological predisposition of the Jew’s body to avoid military ser- 
vice.*' According to the medical literature, the misuse of tobacco 
is a sign of the Eastern Jew, not of the Western Jew. Goldflam’s pa- 
tients were all seen in Warsaw. The noted Berlin neurologist Her- 
mann Oppenheim observed that, of the cases of intermittent 
claudication in his practice (48 cases over five years), the over- 
whelming majority, between 35 and 38, were Russian Jews.*? The 
Eastern Jew’s mind is that of a social misfit and his body reifies this 
role, but this is not a problem of Western Jewry except by exten- 
sion. 

One must note, however, that the desire to locate the etiology 
of intermittent claudication in the heavy use of tobacco by Jews 
played directly into the racial theory of the day. What had been a 
sign of the irrationalism of the Eastern Jew during the Haskalah 
came to be understood as the cause of their pathological difference 
from “healthy” non-Jews. By the close of the nineteenth century 
Jews were already labeled as a “race” with a particular susceptibil- 
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ity to tobacco poisoning. In the classic literature of that period on 
the pathology of tobacco, such as the work of L. von Frankl- 
Hochwart, Jews were tagged as susceptible because of the pres- 
ence of intermittent claudication as well as of certain types of 
cerebral events, such as aphasia.?? The latter was seen as a disease 
of Western Jews. He claims that Orientals since they smoke in the 
open in their “natural” space are less susceptible to tobacco- 
related diseases.** It is the practice of smoking in society, in closed 
spaces, that causes illness among these same Orientals now dis- 
placed into a hostile, modern environment. In this view Jews were 
Orientals out of their appropriate place (and practices) in the Mid- 
dle East. This view continues in complicated ways through the 
late 1930s. 

Fritz Lickint, whose work on tobacco reaches back to before 
World War I, repeats the claim that it is intermittent claudication 
that marks the major effect of tobacco on the Jewish body. He 
goes further to state that the overuse of tobacco among the Jews 
has a religious cause since it is the result of a religious prohibition 
against the use of alcohol.*> (Lickint’s claim is based on a common 
medical and popular belief that Jews consumed less alcohol than 
other groups. It had no basis in ritual prohibition.*°) Although he 
came to be an authority on smoking in the Third Reich, Lickint 
was not a follower of racial theory. Indeed, his model was one of 
bodily types, following Ernst Kretchmer, with some bodily types 
being more susceptible to the diseases of tobacco. His work was 
used by the Third Reich in its campaign against smoking. Hitler 
was personally opposed to the use of tobacco. The Nazi “war” 
against tobacco, so well documented by Robert Proctor, relied on 
older notions that would have appealed to Clemens Brentano 
more than a century before. In 1941, at the opening of the Insti- 
tute for Tobacco Hazards Research in Jena, the editor Johann von 
Leers argued that the Jews were responsible for introducing to- 
bacco into Europe and that they continued to use the tobacco 
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trade as a means of destroying Aryan culture.*” Smoking was still 
seen as a major tool to undermine the German body. 

Who poisons whom with tobacco? The debate about Jews and 
the nervous illnesses caused by smoking was found beyond the 
case study of intermittent claudication. In seeking a root cause for 
the degeneracy perceived as tied to life in the modern world, to- 
bacco was also designated as one of the origins of hysteria and, by 
Theodor Billroth, the great Viennese surgeon, of the “nervous- 
ness” of modern society.** This nervousness was the result of the 
competition for survival and the result that “tired nerves need the 
stimulation of tea and alcohol and strong cigars” to function.*? 
Jews—and here it must be stressed that these were Jewish men— 
were seen as the ultimate victims of the modern world since they 
were congenitally unable to deal with the pressures of modern life. 
Not only did the non-Jewish scientists of the age believe this, but 
also Jewish physicians such as the early Zionist and physician Max 
Nordau accepted this. In the nineteenth century Jewish men are 
assumed to be a group highly predisposed to specific forms of 
mental illness such as hysteria. And indeed, there was the view that 
one of the primary forms of undiagnosed mental illness of the fin 
de siécle was “Nicotinismus mentalis.”*° Smoking caused hysteria 
and male Jews from the East were, according to common medical 
wisdom, the classic hysterics. Yet, if excessive smoking caused 
nervousness, Leopold Lowenfeld saw moderate smoking, three ci- 
gars a day, as a potential therapy to “reduce nervousness.”*! Jews 
were seen as those who most suffered from all forms of diseases of 
the modern world and smoking might actually cure them! 

The diseases of modern life included the cancers attributed to 
smoking, especially the smoking of cigars. Certainly the most fa- 
mous case was that of Sigmund Freud, who was diagnosed with 
buccal cancer in 1923. For Freud, a cigar was much more than a 
cigar. He even attributed his ability to work to tobacco.” Being 
without a cigar “was an act of self-mutilation as the fox performs 
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in a snare when it bites off its own leg. I am not very happy, but 
rather feeling noticeably depersonalized,” he writes to Sandor 
Ferenczi in 1930 after another heart attack.*? The cigar was a cen- 
tral attribute of his own sense of self; without it he ceased being a 
complete human being. 

For Freud, his father was the model for the productive 
smoker: “I believe I owe to the cigar a great intensification of my 
capacity to work and a facilitation of my self control. My model in 
this was my father, who was a heavy smoker and remained one for 
his entire life.”*4 In Vienna it was the Eastern Jew of Jacob Freud’s 
generation who was understood as an abuser of tobacco. By the 
close of the nineteenth century, traditional Hasidic views dis- 
missed the smoking of cigars as mere vanity.*© By Freud’s own 
generation of westernized Jews, cancers of the hard palate had 
come to be called “rich man’s cancer” because of the cost of pur- 
chasing the 15 to 20 cigars a day deemed necessary to cause the 
cancer.*’ In the popular mind, cancer of the buccal cavity became a 
sign of success, much as did cardiac infarctions during the 1980s in 
the United States. It was no longer understood as a sign of inferi- 
ority but of acculturation. What had been qualities (both smoking 
and illness caused by smoking) ascribed to foreign Jews became 
qualities associated with a specific economic class, as Jews became 
more and more integrated into the economic life of Vienna. 
Freud, himself a displaced Eastern Jew, saw the smoking of cigars 
as marking a specific place for himself in Western society. Indeed, 
from 1900 to 1930, about the time that Freud’s cancer was discov- 
ered, Jewish scientists, such as Maurice Sorsby, recorded that the 
incidence of cancer among Jews, except for genital cancer, seemed 
to be approaching the level of the non-Jewish population.*® By be- 
coming ill, they were becoming like everyone else. 

A predisposition to specific diseases among the Jews, includ- 
ing a predisposition to irrationalism, are seen to be triggered by 
smoking. These illnesses are an intrinsic aspect of the image of the 
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Jewish body from the eighteenth century through the twentieth 
century. It is also internalized into the Jewish self-image at that 
time. As science began to define the Jew as a race, problems asso- 
ciated with smoking that were present in the religious and cultural 
models of Jewish identity were transformed into medical cate- 
gories. This world of mythmaking is far from any real association 
of individual Jews with the actual world of tobacco farming, cur- 
ing, sale, and manufacture. 

The fascination with the “special” relationship between Jews 
and tobacco has not vanished. Recent medical studies that focus 
on illnesses attributed to tobacco use, such as lung cancer, have 
also seen tobacco addiction as a cause of death among Jews at a 
greater rate than the general population.*? The contemporary ar- 
gument focuses on the urban concentration of Jews more than on 
any sense of predisposition to tobacco addiction. In contemporary 
Israel, the role of tobacco as a source of disease went virtually un- 
heeded until the founding in 1999 of Ma’avak Be’tabak (Struggle 
Against Tobacco) by Dov Rabinowitz, an immigrant from 
Boston.*° Tobacco-related illnesses are a public health problem in 
Israel as 28 percent of the adult population of Israel smoke and 
10,000 Israelis die each year from smoking-related causes, making 
it the leading single cause of death in the country. The focus is, as 
in the Enlightenment, to reach the most religious members of the 
Israeli community. Rabinowitz, who is modern Orthodox, believes 
that “there is incredible dissonance between being an Orthodox 
Jew and smoking. Jews are not allowed to damage their own or 
others’ health. But you can’t get the message across to them in the 
general media.” Religious authorities agree with him. The Ashke- 
nazi chief rabbi, Yisrael Meir Lau (a former smoker), has con- 
demned smoking and pleaded for legal intervention: “There is no 
doubt that smoking is a dangerous addiction that can be and 
should be prevented. One should not set down laws that the public 
cannot observe, but it would be good and right if international or- 
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ganizations take action to reduce the cultivation of tobacco and to- 
bacco advertising and to minimize—if not to halt—the production 
and marketing of cigarettes.”°' Sephardi spiritual leader Rabbi 
Ovadia Yosef was even more outspoken: “If the rabbinical courts 
ruled, every person who smokes would get 40 lashes. ‘Io make a 
living, you’re living at the expense of people who die. Managers of 
tobacco factories are sinners and will receive divine retribution. 
They will suffer on their day of judgment.”*? Importing the Amer- 
ican antitobacco model of hygiene marks a tendency toward mod- 
ernization even among the religious authorities in the Jewish state. 
The image of the Jew as associated with growing, manufacture, 
and consumption of tobacco that was part of an exoticism of Jew- 
ish identity as long as tobacco was seen positively vanishes once 
smoking is seen only as a source of illness. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


A FRENCH FRONTIER 


Proust’s Nose 


IN 1889 THE AUTHOR OF AN ARTICLE IN THE ARCHIVES IS- 
ratlites chastised those Jews who try too hard to fit into main- 
stream French society by Frenchifying their names and 
downplaying their ethnic background. While such gestures were 
well known in other Diaspora societies that demanded Jewish ac- 
culturation, there is one rather surprising claim: that the practice 
of wearing fake noses (faux nez) would bring no good to those who 
indulge in such activities. With the rise of modern political anti- 
Semitism, Paris again became a frontier for Jews before and after 
the Dreyfus affair, with the authenticity of their very bodies drawn 
into question. 

Almost a hundred years later, on January 30, 1983, in a lecture 
remembering the famous Chicago Reform Rabbi Emil G. Hirsch, 
Rabbi Howard Berman of Chicago’s Sinai Congregation retold 
the following anecdote. In the 1940s Hirsch used to tell his debu- 
tantes who wanted nose jobs that “you can change your noses, but 
you can’t change your Moses.”! In remembering Hirsch, Berman 
stressed the significance of the Jewish nose as a hallmark of his op- 
position to simple-minded acculturation. Hirsch was one of the 


S.L. Gilman, Jewish Frontiers 
© Sander L. Gilman 2003 


112 ~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) = 


first generation of Reform rabbis who were also Zionists. He saw 
Jewishness as unalterable: Jewish authenticity was tied to the unal- 
terability of a Jewish identity, represented by the Jewish body. 
How can one bridge these two moments: the desire to alter 
the Jewish face before the beginnings of modern aesthetic surgery 
of the nose and its seemingly widespread practice among Jews fol- 
lowing the Shoah? How can one recognize the desire to mask and 
the simultaneous desire to reveal? As a cultural historian, I men- 
tally raced through my readings of Marcel Proust.” In his Remem- 
brance of Things Past, a series of novels written to recapture the 
world of the 1880s and 1890s, there is a self-reflexive passage in 
the novel entitled Swann’s Way. Here the narrator is talking about 
the arrival of the immediately identifiable crypto-Jewish character 
Charles Swann at the dinner hour, disrupting his schedule: 


After two shy peals had sounded from the gate, she would inject 
and vitalize with everything she knew about the Swann family 
the obscure and shadowy figure who emerged, with my grand- 
mother in his wake, from the dark background and who was 
identified by his voice. But then, even in the most insignificant 
details of our daily life, none of us can be said to constitute a ma- 
terial whole, which is identical for everyone, and need only be 
turned up like a page in an account book or the record of a will; 
our social personality is a creation of the thoughts of other peo- 
ple. Even the simple act which we describe as “seeing someone 
we know” is to some extent an intellectual process. We pack the 
physical outline of the person we see with all the notions we 
have already formed about him and in the total picture of him 
which we compose in our minds those notions have certainly the 
principal place. In the end they come to fill out so completely 
the curve of his cheeks, to follow so exactly the line of his nose, 
they blend so harmoniously in the sound of his voice as if it were 
no more than a transparent envelope, that each time we see the 
face or hear the voice it is these notions which we recognize and 
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to which we listen. And so, no doubt, from the Swann they had 
constructed for themselves my family had left out, in their igno- 
rance, a whole host of details of his life in the world of fashion, 
details which caused other people, when they met him, to see all 
the graces enthroned in his face and stopping at the line of his 
aquiline nose as at a natural frontier . . . 3 

The point of Swann’s nose is clear: for Proust it is a map of the 
world in which the Jew is the boundary marker that defines the 
limits of what is French. This boundary is risky to traverse and 
more over, in spite all other protestations of equality, still visible. 
The nature of this self-consciously constructed and internalized 
identity of the Jew as diseased, as polluting, is reflected in his 
physiognomy.* The new nose (faux nez) is a mask identical to the 
new persona adopted by the Jew. Proust recognized that such a 
view possessed such power that even Jewish writers like himself 
(i.e., writers who felt themselves stigmatized by the label of being 
“Jewish”) needed the mask to disguise the nose. (Proust’s uncom- 
fortable relationship to his mother’s Jewish identity haunted his 
life almost as much as did his gay identity.) 

Swann is more than a visible Jew who desires some form of in- 
visibility. He is also a member of the elite who marries a courtesan. 
This link between Jew and prostitute is mirrored in Proust’s man- 
ner of representing the sexuality of the Jew. For Proust, being 
Jewish is analogous to being gay—it is “an incurable disease.”* But 
what marks this disease for all to see? For to the turn-of-the- 
century mind, syphilis in the male must be written on the skin, just 
as it is hidden within the sexuality of the female. Proust, who dis- 
cusses the signs and symptoms of syphilis with a detailed clinical 
knowledge in Cities of the Plain, knows precisely what marks the 
sexuality of the Jew upon his physiognomy. It is marked upon his 
face as “ethnic eczema.” It is the infectious nature of that “incur- 
able disease,” the sexuality of the Jew, that Proust’s Jew fixated 
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upon his courtesan. (This is an interesting reversal of one of the 
subthemes of Zola’s Nana. There Nana, like Moll Hackebout, is 
first the mistress of a Jew, whom she bankrupts and drives to sui- 
cide.) The Jew’s sexuality, the sexuality of the polluter, is written 
on his face in the skin disease that announces the difference of the 
Jew. For Proust, all of his Jewish figures (including Swann and 
Bloch) are in some way diseased, and in every case, this image of 
disease links the racial with the sexual, much as Proust’s image of 
the homosexual links class (or at least, the nobility) with homosex- 
uality. (“CHomosexuality” is a “scientific” label for a new “disease” 
coined by Karoly Benkert in 1869 at the very same moment in his- 
tory that the new “scientific” term for Jew-hating, “anti-Semi- 
tism,” was created by Wilhelm Marr.) 

The image of the infected and infecting Jew also had a strong 
political and personal dimension for Proust. And yet, how can one 
reconcile the notion that the internalization of the image of the 
Jew is a reflex of a false set of values generated by society and in- 
ternalized by the powerless (even though they are wealthy and 
well-placed)? For the ability to “see” the Jew who was trying to 
pass as a non-Jew within French society is one of the themes of the 
novels, a theme which, after the Dreyfus affair in the late 1890s, 
had overt political implications. Seeing the Jew was seeing the 
enemy within the body politic, the force for destruction. And 
Proust’s “racial” as well as sexual identity was tied to his sense of 
the importance of class and society for the definition of the indi- 
vidual. Thus, Proust’s arch Jew, Swann, was visibly marked by him 
as the heterosexual syphilitic, as that which he was not (at least in 
his fantasy about his own sexual identity). But was syphilis a dis- 
ease of the body or of the soul? 

One clear problem is the notion, which develops at midcen- 
tury, that the reconstruction of the face is the reconstruction of the 
face not of the Jew, but of the syphilitic. In 1834 the Berlin sur- 
geon Johann Friedrich Dieffenbach, the central figure in nine- 
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teenth-century facial surgery, wrote that “... a man without a 
nose [arouses] horror and loathing and people are apt to regard 
the deformity as a just punishment for his sins. This division of 
diseases, or even more their consequences, into blameworthy and 
blameless is strange. ... As if all people with noses were always 
guiltless! No one ever asks whether the nose was lost because a 
beam fell on it, or whether it was destroyed by scrofula or 
syphilis.”” The surgeon’s moral imperative was evident: correct 
and hide the fault, no matter what its cause, so as to allow the indi- 
vidual to pass as whole and healthy. 

Theodor Billroth, the famed nineteenth-century Viennese 
surgeon, often carried out “plastic operations with artistic ability 
to correct defects of beauty (Schénheitsgebrechen) .. . one could see 
his joy when he was able to successfully improve the appearance 
(verschonern) of a damaged person, so that that person was no 
longer the object of pity or horror.”® Whatever the cause of their 
disfigurement, Billroth’s Viennese patients struck their observers 
with the same pity and horror, the classical hallmarks of ancient 
tragedy, as did the victims of syphilis. One of his most distin- 
guished students, Vincenz Czerny, pioneered the modern recon- 
struction of the saddle nose, a nose without a bridge. Recounting a 
case in 1895, Czerny stressed that the patient came from “a 
healthy family (without a history of rickets or lues) and had suf- 
fered a depression of the osseous nasal skeleton through a fall on 
his nose, when he was 3 years old.” It was a childhood fall (as in 
Sterne’s Tristram Shandy) and not inherited syphilis that was the 
cause of the child’s deformity. But all deformed noses (and souls) 
in this world were assumed to be syphilitic in nature! Even 
Socrates’s proverbially ugly nose is read in the nineteenth century 
as a clinical sign of syphilis.'° (It seems odd since Socrates had his 
nose long before the illness was introduced into Europe in the fif- 
teenth century—but this argument was made by a scholar arguing 
against Columbus having “discovered” syphilis in the Americas 
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and having carried it back to Europe!) The unclean nose embodies 
all of the horrors associated with the illness and the bad character 
of those who have it. 

According to nineteenth-century medical science, the Jew 
had a special relationship to syphilis (through the agency of the 
prostitute). But this special relationship could literally be seen on 
the Jew. The British pamphleteer Joseph Banister saw the Jews as 
bearing the stigmata of skin disease (as a model for discussing 
sexually transmitted disease): “If the gentle reader desires to 
know what kind of blood it is that flows in the Chosen People’s 
veins, he cannot do better than take a gentle stroll through Hat- 
ton Garden, Maida Vale, Petticoat Lane, or any other London 
‘nosery.’ I do not hesitate to say that in the course of an hour’s 
peregrinations he will see more cases of lupus, trachoma, favus, 
eczema, and scurvy than he would come across in a week’s wan- 
derings in any quarter of the Metropolis.”!' The image of the 
Jew’s nose is a delicate anti-Semitic reference to the phallus. For 
the nose is the iconic representation of the Jew’s phallus 
throughout the nineteenth century. Indeed, Jewish social scien- 
tists, such as the British savant Joseph Jacobs, spend a good deal 
of their time denying the meaning of “nostrility” as a sign of the 
racial cohesion of the Jews. It is clear that for Jacobs (as for 
Wilhelm Fliess in Germany) the nose is the displaced locus of 
anxiety associated with the marking of the male Jew’s body 
through circumcision, given the debate about the primitive na- 
ture of circumcision, and its reflection on the acculturation of 
the Western Jew during the late nineteenth century. Indeed, 
even the putative blackness of the Jew’s skin reflected the infec- 
tion of the Jew with syphilis! Jews bear their diseased sexuality 
marked on their skin like the leper. 

‘This view is to be found in Adolf Hitler’s discussion of syphilis 
in fin-de-siécle Vienna in Mein Kampf (1925). Hitler links the Jew, 
the prostitute, and the power of money: 
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Particularly with regard to syphilis, the attitude of the nation and 
the state can only be designated as total capitulation. . . . The in- 
vention of a remedy of questionable character and its commercial 
exploitation can no longer help much against this plague... . 
The cause lies, primarily, in our prostitution of love. ... This 
Jewification of our spiritual life and mammonization of our mat- 


ing instinct will sooner or later destroy our entire offspring.” 


Hitler’s views also linked Jews with prostitutes and the spread 
of infection. Jews were the arch pimps; Jews ran the brothels; but 
Jews also infected their prostitutes and caused the weakening of 
the German national fiber. Jews are also associated with the false 
promise of a “medical cure” separate from the “social cures” that 
Hitler wishes to see imposed: isolation and separation of the 
syphilitic and his/her Jewish source from the body politic. (Hitler’s 
reference here draws upon the popular belief that particularly the 
specialties of dermatology and syphilology were dominated by 
Jews, who used their medical status to sell quack cures.) 

Between the eras of Proust and Hitler began the aesthetic 
medical alteration of the Jewish nose. The means to change the 
nose, and perhaps the character, was supplied by Jacques Joseph, a 
highly acculturated young German Jewish surgeon practicing in 
fin-de-siécle Berlin. Born Jakob Joseph, he had altered his too- 
Jewish name when he studied medicine in Berlin and Leipzig. 
Joseph was a typical acculturated Jew of the period. At the univer- 
sity he had joined, like many Jewish students, a conservative duel- 
ing fraternity and bore the scars of his saber-dueling with pride. 
(Jews were at that time admitted to the general fraternity systems 
in Germany.) Indeed, he must have appeared much like Kunz, the 
oldest Jewish sibling in Thomas Mann’s vaguely anti-Semitic 
novella The Blood of the Walsungs (1905), “a stunning tanned crea- 
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ture with curling lips and a killing scar,”'’ who remains, as Mann 


describes him, essentially Jewish in spite of his scar. 
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Like many acculturated Jews, such as Theodor Herzl, the 
founder of Zionism, Joseph “relished the test and adventure of the 
duel, the so-called Mensur, which was considered manly and edify- 
ing.”'* The scars (Schmisse) from the Mensur were intentionally 
created. Students challenged each other to duels as a matter of 
course, without any real need for insults to be exchanged; being 
challenged was a process of social selection. “Without exclusiv- 
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ity—no corporation,” was the code of the fraternities as late as 
1912.!° The duelists had their eyes and throats protected, but their 
faces were purposely exposed to the blade of the saber. When a cut 
was made, it was treated so as to maximize the resulting scar. The 
scar that Joseph bore his entire life marked him as someone who 
was satisfaktionsfabig (worthy of satisfaction), someone who had 
been seen as an honorable equal and thus had been challenged toa 
duel. Marked on the duelist’s face was his integration into German 
culture. 

The more marginal you were the more you wanted to be 
scarred. In 1874 William Osler, then a young Canadian medical 
student visiting Berlin, described “one hopeful young Spanish 
American of my acquaintance [who] has one half of his face—they 
are usually on the left half—laid out in the most irregular manner, 
the cicatrices running in all directions, enclosing areas of all 
shapes,—the relics of fourteen duels!”!® Such scarring was not ex- 
treme among the medical students of the day. The scar marked the 
individual, even within the medical faculty, who was seen as a 
hardy member of the body politic. This was the context in which 
the Jewish fraternities (most of which did not duel) sought to re- 
configure the sickly Jewish body into what the early Zionist Max 
Nordau called the “new muscle Jew.” The Jewish fraternity organ- 
ization stated in 1902, that “it desires the physical education of its 
members in order to collaborate in the physical regeneration of 
the Jewish people.”!” For some Jews, a dueling scar marked the so- 
cially healthy individual. 
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At the very close of the nineteenth century, after Joseph and 
Herzl left the university, Jewish men were strenuously excluded 
from Christian dueling fraternities. Being a member of a frater- 
nity, like being an officer in the army, was a badge of truly belong- 
ing to the in-group in the society. It was a sign of being a German. 
With the expulsion of the Jews from the dueling fraternities, this 
sign of belonging was denied Jewish men. In 1896 the Christian 
dueling fraternities had accepted the following proposal: 


In full appreciation of the fact that there exists between Aryans 
and Jews such a deep moral and psychic difference, and that our 
qualities have suffered so much through Jewish mischief, in full 
consideration of the many proofs which the Jewish student has 
also given of his lack of honor and character and since he is 
completely void of honor according to our German concepts, 
today’s conference . . . resolves: “No satisfaction is to be given to 
a Jew with any weapon, as he is unworthy of it.”!® 

Jews are different and thus dishonorable; they are unworthy of sat- 
isfaction, even if those with facial scars, look just like “real Ger- 
mans.” The visible scar advertises and guarantees the purity of the 
group. Because Jews cannot be pure, they must be denied the right 
to scar and to be scarred in duels. For a Jew to bear a facial scar is 
to hide his sickly essence from the mainstream. This duplicity is 
what is meant by “Jewish mischief.” 

By the 1920s such seemingly false scarring comes to be part 
of the German discourse on aesthetic surgery. The aesthetic sur- 
geon Ludwig Lévy-Lenz tells the tale of a young man who, hav- 
ing won money in the lottery, came to him and wanted him to 
create artificial dueling scars through a cosmetic procedure.!? In 
this way, he could pass as someone who was worthy of being chal- 
lenged to a duel. Lévy-Lenz refused to do the surgery and the 
young man went to a barber who scarred him with a straight 
razor and in doing so severely damaged his salivary glands. The 
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visible scar enabled the young man to pass as a man of honor. But 
was it an authentic mark of honor or merely cosmetic? 

The scarred Jacques Joseph was trained as an orthopedic sur- 
geon under Julius Wolff, one of the leaders in that field. In 1893 
Wolff had developed a surgical procedure to correct the saddle 
nose, which followed up James Israel’s earlier work repairing the 
syphilitic nose in the mid-1880s. Wolff's major surgical innovation 
was not cutting the graft from the forehead, thus avoiding a tell- 
tale scar.”? More important, he established the “law of the trans- 
formation of the skeleton.” This argued that every function of the 
skeleton could be described through the laws of mechanics and 
that any change in the relationship between single components of 
the skeleton would lead to a functional and physiological change 
of the external form of the entire skeleton.’! Wolff’s wide-ranging 
contributions to the practices of his day included developing a 
therapeutic procedure for correcting a club foot with the use of a 
specialized dressing that altered the very shape of the foot.’? Or- 
thopedics, more than any other medical specialty of the period, 
presented the challenge of altering the visible errors of develop- 
ment so as to restore a normal function. 

Joseph’s interests did not lie with the foot, even though the 
feet were often considered another sign of Jewish inferiority, but 
elsewhere in the anatomy. In 1896 he undertook a corrective pro- 
cedure on a young child with protruding ears, that, while success- 
ful, caused him to be dismissed as Wolff's assistant. Joseph’s 
procedure was his own, but it paralleled the work of the American 
otorhinolaryngologist Edward ‘Talbot Ely who had corrected a 
“bat ear deformity” on a twelve-year-old boy in 1881. Ely under- 
took the procedure because the child had been “ridiculed by his 
companions.””? In Berlin in the 1890s, this sort of operation was 
seen as “beauty” rather than “real” surgery. When Joseph was dis- 
missed, he was told by his Jewish supervisor Wolff that one simply 
did not undertake surgical procedures for vanity’s sake. A child’s 
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protruding ears were not in the same class as a functional disabil- 
ity, such as a club foot or the reconstruction of the external ear, 
which had been a major problem for surgeons from the earliest 
written accounts.”* (The congenital absence of the external ear 
[microtia] was often attributed to hereditary syphilis. This would 
have been grounds to operate!) 

Yet, according to the child’s mother, the boy had suffered 
from humiliation in school because of his protruding ears. It was 
the child’s unhappiness with being different that Joseph was cor- 
recting. Abnormally big and protruding ears alone might account 
for the child’s unhappiness. But it was the specific cultural mean- 
ing of protruding ears at the close of the nineteenth century that 
really added insult to injury. They were understood in Central Eu- 
rope to be a sign of Jewish identity. 

An old European trope about the shape of the Jew’s ears can 
be found throughout the anti-Semitic literature of the fin de 
siécle. The racial anthropologist Hans Giinther summarizes the 
turn-of-the-century view that Jews, especially the males, have 
“fleshy ear lobes” and “large, red ears” more frequently than other 
peoples do. They have “prominent ears that stick out.” According 
to Giinther, prominent ears are especially prevalent among “Jew- 
ish children; one refers to them in Austria as ‘Moritz ears.’”*> 
Moritz (Morris) was a typical Jewish name of the day. They are the 
“elongated ears” that appear as the “ill-shapen ears of great size 
like those of a bat,” according to an English-language anti-Semitic 
text of 1888.7° 

In his major paper of 1910 on the correction of “prominent 
ears,” William H. Luckett of New York comments obliquely about 
the “odium attached to these ears.”?” In the American cultural 
context, these may have been the jug ears that dominated the cari- 
catures of the Irish (and which contemporary Irish aesthetic sur- 
geons continue to treat aggressively in modern Eire). They may 
also have been the ears of the Jewish immigrants on the lower East 


122 ~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) = 


Side. The stigma they evoke is repugnance at a visible sign of dif- 
ference, a difference ascribed to the character as well as to the 
body. Luckett reports that one of his patients suffered “the con- 
stant harassing by classmates [which] frequently is the cause of so 
much distress as to produce a very bad mental condition in the 
child as well as in the parents, and to warrant our surgical inter- 
ference.” The strife that a big-eared child sows among his class- 
mates spreads so much unhappiness in the world that the 
surgeon’s larger duty, as well as the needs of his patient, demands 
that he operate. 

The “scientific” belief in the visibility of the ear as a racial 
marker is also a major subtheme of one of the major works satiriz- 
ing the world of turn-of-the-century Prussia, Heinrich Mann’s 
Man of Straw (1918).?8 In that novel, Mann’s self-serving convert, 
Jadassohn (Judas’s son?) “looks so Jewish” (85) because of his 
“huge, red, prominent ears” (86) which he eventually has cosmeti- 
cally reduced. He goes to Paris to have this procedure done. Mann 
clearly intends the ugly ears to be read as a sign of the Jew’s lack of 
good character. They give the lie to any claim of conversion away 
from Jewishness. ‘They mirror the shallow characterlessness of the 
Jewish parvenu. Jadassohn is put down as merely “witty,” (87) as 
other Jews in the novel are “too clever” (57). The ears of the Jew 
are a sign of his superficiality, a sign recognized by the other char- 
acters in the novel as a reason to mock and taunt him. 

Heinrich Mann sends his character to France for surgery 
rather than to Berlin. He saw the difference represented by Jadas- 
sohn as physical and identified it with the “foreign,” which during 
World War I meant “France.” “Like cures like,” to follow the 
homeopathic model evoked in the novel. Mann also uses the name 
of one of the most prominent German Jewish dermatologists- 
syphilologists, Josef Jadassohn, for the name of his character. The 
association of Jews with syphilis is not merely a fantasy of anti- 
Semitic rhetoric, which classified them either as carriers of the ill- 
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ness or as being immune to it. This also reflects disapproval of no- 
table Jewish scientists such as Adolf von Wassermann and Jadas- 
sohn for choosing to study and treat such a disreputable disease. 

This image of the “Jewish ear” flourished into the twentieth 
century. Adolf Hitler was convinced that Joseph Stalin was Jewish 
(as he claimed all Bolsheviks were) and arranged to have photo- 
graphs analyzed to see whether his ear lobes were “ingrown and 
Jewish, or separate and Aryan.”’? Race is written clearly on the 
body—especially on the ear. As late as in the 1970s in Central Eu- 
rope “men request plastic operations of the ears more frequently 
than do women.”?° No wonder. A standard textbook on physical 
anthropology published in 1974 still listed the ear as a sign of Jew- 
ish racial identity: “The ear is large, wide in its upper part, and 
provided with a large lob.”! From its inception the operation on 
the ear is a deracializing operation that is gendered in complex 
ways. It comes to have the same significance for Jewish males as 
the Jewish nose and the circumcised penis. It is a sign of the male 
child’s humiliation. The desire to pass as normal, which is the re- 
sult of the felt need to be completely “male,” created the need for 
a new specialty that would dispel psychic pain by intervening in 
the body of the male child. For Jewish women and girls with big 
ears, long hair obviated surgery and allowed them to pass. 

After being dismissed from Wolff's clinic, Jacques Joseph 
had opened a private surgical practice in Berlin. In January 1898, 
a twenty-eight-year-old man came to him, having heard of the 
successful operation on the child’s ears. He complained that “his 
nose was the source of considerable annoyance. Wherever he 
went, everybody stared at him; often, he was the target of re- 
marks or ridiculing gestures. On account of this he became 
melancholic, withdrew almost completely from social life, and 
had the earnest desire to be relieved of this deformity.”>? The 
symptoms were analogous to those of the young boy whose ears 
Joseph had repaired. 
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Joseph took the young man’s case and proceeded to perform 
his first reduction rhinoplasty, cutting through the skin of the nose 
to reduce its size and alter its shape by chipping away the bone and 
removing the cartilage. On May 11, 1898, he reported on this op- 
eration before the Berlin Medical Society. In that report Joseph 
provided a detailed scientific rationale for performing a medical 
procedure on an otherwise completely healthy individual: “The 
psychological effect of the operation is of utmost importance. The 
depressed attitude of the patient subsided completely. He is happy 
to move around unnoticed. His happiness in life has increased, his 
wife was glad to report; the patient who formerly avoided social 
contact now wishes to attend and give parties. In other words, he 
is happy over the results.”*? The patient no longer felt himself 
marked by the form of his nose. He was cured of the “disease of 
nostrility.” In his own eyes, he looked less different from the 
group he desired to join, the non-Jews. Joseph had undertaken a 
surgical procedure that had cured his patient’s psychological disor- 
der! Yet, he had left scars that pointed to the procedure itself, and 
this became a major concern of Joseph. He warned his colleagues 
that “disclosure to the patient on the problem of scarring is very 
important. Many patients, however, will consider even simple 
scars too conspicuous.”** He raised the specter of a court case in 
which the “unsightly scar might represent a greater degree of dis- 
figurement than the enlarged cartilage [of the nose] presented pre- 
viously” (35). More centrally though, surgical scars, unlike dueling 
scars, reveal the inauthencity of the body and the effort to pass by 
means of medical intervention. 

On April 19, 1904, Joseph undertook his removal of a hump 
from within the nose using cartilaginous incisions. He retrospec- 
tively commented that in 1898 he had used the extranasal proce- 
dure which “caused a scar, but this scar will be hardly visible after a 
short time, assuming that the incision is sutured exactly.”*> But 
“hardly visible” was not sufficient. Even the slightest scar was 
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enough to evoke a visual memory of the too-big nose. The invisi- 
bility of the patient hinged on the elimination of the scar. Both pa- 
tients needed to become (in)visible to pass, and Joseph had learned 
that only invisibility left his patients happy. 

Joseph’s claim to fame was his solution to the problem of the 
visible scar. His procedure to remove the excess bone and cartilage 
intranasally (from within the patient’s nose) is still used today, as 
are the surgical tools he used to carry out the procedure. But oth- 
ers also claimed to have recognized this problem earlier and to 
have corrected it. His priority as the first surgeon to use the in- 
tranasal procedure was challenged in 1923 by the Berlin surgeon 
Friedrich Trendelenburg, who described undertaking (and docu- 
menting) such a procedure in 1889.*° Joseph’s procedure also par- 
alleled one developed by John Orlando Roe in upstate New York. 
In 1891, his patient, a Miss C 
cough” but used this apparent excuse to complain to him about 


, came to him for a “winter 





the “angular, bony projection of the top” of the nose. Roe devel- 
oped a procedure to shorten the nose intranasally and corrected 
the source of her perceived ill health and present unhappiness.*” 
Roe’s procedure, like that of Trendelenburg, did not leave scars 
and this was a major difference from Joseph’s initial attempts at re- 
duction rhinoplasty. In his 1892 paper on “sunken noses,” Robert 
F. Weir presented a case of “monomania” focusing on the too- 
large nose and his detailed attempts to cure it by the reduction of 
the size of the nose.*® But it was Joseph’s procedure that domi- 
nated the field because his patient population among the Jews in 
Central Europe was extensive, exposed, and anxious about their 
nostrility. 

Large numbers of Joseph’s patients needed to become invisi- 
ble to become happy, but the men and women had different vi- 
sions of happiness. In his summary paper on the reduction of the 
size of the nose published in 1904, Joseph commented on the psy- 
chology of his male patients: “The patients were embarrassed and 
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self-conscious in their dealings with their fellow men, often shy 
and unsociable, and had the urgent desire to become free and un- 
constrained. Several complained of sensitive drawbacks in the ex- 
ercise of their profession. As executives they could hardly enforce 
their authority; in their business connections (as salesmen, for ex- 
ample), they often suffered material losses. . . . The operative nasal 
reduction—this is my firm conviction—will also in the future re- 
store the joy of living to many a wretched creature and, if his de- 
formity has been hindering him in his career, it will allow him the 
full exercise of his aptitudes.”?? According to Joseph, the patient 
“is happy to move around unnoticed.” The visibility of the Jew 
(often defined in the nineteenth century in terms of his mercantile 
ability) made it impossible for him to compete equally with the 
non-Jew in the economic world at the turn of the century. Only 
vanishing into the visual norm and passing as non-Jewish in terms 
of his appearance enabled the young Jewish male to become part 
of the general society. Passing thus meant functioning more fully 
as a male, because masculinity was defined in economic terms. 
Such a transition became possible in late nineteenth-century 
Germany when the legal restrictions, which limited the Jew (and 
especially the Jewish male), were lifted. Jewish women were still 
bound by the limitations applied to women in late nineteenth- 
century Europe, but Jewish males generally could enter into the 
world of masculine endeavors as long as they were not too evi- 
dently Jewish. No law bound them (unlike African American 
males in the United States at the same moment) from becoming 
officers, doctors, lawyers, or businessmen in the general society, 
but the powerful social stigma associated with the Jews continued 
in spite of civil emancipation. Thus one did not want to appear 
Jewish—one needed to be able to pass as German or French. A 
twentieth-century commentator notes about Joseph’s procedures 
that: “Even today, 70 years later, one often hears the erroneous re- 
mark that rhinoplasty is an operation for vanity’s sake. That is not 
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true. Vanity is the desire to excel. The average rhinoplasty patient 
wishes to be relieved of a real or imagined conspicuousness of his 
nose.”*° The route to happiness lay not in standing out but in 
blending into the dominant group whose silently taking no notice 
of one was the key sign of one’s acceptance. Being (in)visible is 
being intensely visible, but as a member of a group which defines 
itself as the norm, as beautiful and healthy. Friedrich Nietzsche 
quite insightfully noted that we are only aware of our bodies when 
we become ill. This was the boundary Joseph’s patients desired to 
cross. They wished to forget their bodies, to become one with 
those they imagined had no worries about the acceptability of 
their bodies. This is the essence of passing and it set the model for 
all aesthetic surgery for the future. In order for such a model even 
to appear effective, all awareness must be on the level of con- 
sciousness; no unconscious desire or hidden goals can influence 
the individual. Physical change must alter consciousness. But the 
male Jew’s hope of passing, of vanishing into the world of the Ger- 
man or the French, depended not just on the alteration of all-too- 
visible ears and noses, but on the surgeon’s ability to alter the most 
hidden and secret aspect of the male body. 

Proust’s fascination with the Jewish body was a reflection of this 
European, scientific discourse about the fixed nature of the body 
and the desire of Jews to alter their own visibility. His ambivalent 
sense of belonging to high culture in France was heightened by the 
split in his cultural world by the Dreyfus affair. As much as Franz 
Kafka on the eastern frontier of the Austro-Hungarian empire, 
Marcel Proust, hidden away in his cork-lined room in Paris, saw his 
own body (Jewish, gay, French, Catholic) as the object of contesta- 
tion.*! For Proust, syphilis marked the Jewish body. As we shall see, 
the other side of the argument was where Kafka imagined his own 
Jewish body situated. As Kafka did, Proust wrote this into his liter- 
ary creations, a permanent cultural monument to debates about 
Jewish physical difference that so dominated his own times. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


A DREAM OF JEWISHNESS 
ON THE FRONTIER 


Kafka’s Tumor and “A Country Doctor” 


FRANZ KAFKA KNEW HIS FREUD. FRANZ KAFKA GREW UP 
and into the age of Freud on the frontier that was Prague in impe- 
rial Austro-Hungary. Freud had been moved as a small child from 
the provinces to Vienna. He had crossed the frontier for those ac- 
culturated Jews in the provinces who oriented themselves toward 
Vienna (or even Berlin). Kafka was as much at home in Prague as 
he was anywhere. As with Freud in Vienna, Kafka’s sense of being 
on the frontier had much more to do with an awareness of his own 
body that was shaped by what it meant to be Jewish (read: ill) in a 
world of health (read: non-Jewish bodies). This was Kafka’s sense 
of the frontier, as it was of many Jewish thinkers in his time. 
Much as the surrealists such as Max Ernst and André Breton 
“invented” Freud, finding in Freud “scientific” proof of their own 
manner of seeing the world, Kafka too created his own Freud. And 
in his deepest fantasies about the psyche, Freud invented the 
world in which Ernst and Breton and Kafka could be imagined. 
Like Freud’s own “dream book,” which Kafka read and annotated, 
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Kafka’s diaries are full of real, invented, or desired dreams.! In- 
deed, in complex ways and in spite of his struggle with psycho- 
analysis and his avoidance of psychotherapy, Kafka’s fascination 
with the dream as a key to his own internal life remained consis- 
tent over his adult life. But as often as not, Kafka’s dreams (like 
that of his creation Gregor Samsa) are waking dreams: “TI can’t 
sleep. Only dreams, no sleep,” he writes in July 21, 1913.2 These 
waking dreams are constructed from what Freud calls “day 
residue,” the images left over from daily experience. Kafka knows 
this category and writes on February 11, 1914, to Grete Bloch: 
“This type of sleep I have is superficial, truly not fantastic, rather 
constructed from the thoughts of day; they are exciting, repeti- 
tious dreams that are more lively and exhausting than being 
awake” (18). On March 22, 1922, Franz Kafka enters in his diary 
the following dream: “In the afternoon a dream of a tumor on the 
cheek. The continually trembling border between the normal life 
and the seemingly more real horror” (62). Let us imagine with 
Kafka where such a dream can be located in the world of K.K. (im- 
perial Austrian) culture and dreaming. As Karl Grézinger has 
shown, such dreams can have Jewish as well as psychoanalytic 
roots, a mixture that is not atypical after the turn of the century.’ 
On March 7, 1913, Julius Tandler, a Jewish professor of 
anatomy and a Viennese city councilor, addressed the German So- 
ciety for Racial Hygiene (that is, eugenics).* (It is Tandler who in 
1924 interceded for the terminally ill Franz Kafka at the behest of 
Kafka’s friend Franz Werfel and enabled Kafka to get a bed at the 
Kierling Sanatorium, where he ultimately died.°) In this basic ad- 
dress, he attempted to align a series of concepts that were loosely 
used at the turn of the century—among them constitution, predis- 
position, and race. Tandler assumed that these aspects define the 
human being and that they are present simultaneously. For him, 
all of these categories are “predetermined at the moment of con- 
ception” (13). Anything that can be altered by environment is not 
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constitutional. Constitution is the variation that is present in an 
individual once the qualities of type and race are subtracted. This 
would have included any “inherent relative abilities” such as the 
specific “disposition” for an illness. Thus, there are “tumor races” 
(20). (There is a slippage from constitution to race in Tandler’s ar- 
gument). According to ‘Tandler, there are races that develop spe- 
cific forms of tumors. 

Who are the tumor races and why are tumors the sign of their 
racial difference? What is a tumor on the cheek for Kafka in 1922? 
In 1838 Johannes Miiller had discovered that the cell structure of 
a tumor is inherently different from normal cell structure. In 
Berlin Hermann Lebert then was able to describe in detail the 
morphology of the cancerous cell. By the 1860s Rudolf Virchow’s 
view that only cells could give rise to other cells, and, therefore, 
that cancer was not a foreign intrusion into the body was accepted. 
Cancer was an inherent, degenerative cellular disease which, by 
1886, was believed to be limited by the specific origin of the cell 
from which the tumor sprang. 

But what caused cancer? The views were as diverse as the the- 
ories themselves. With the acceptance of Louis Pasteur’s view on 
the bacteriological origin of certain diseases such as rabies, one 
focus was on bacteria. The fascination with local inflammation 
and the realization that it seemed to produce tumors gave rise to 
the alternative view that cancer was a disease resulting from scar- 
ring. Given the central importance of the science of race in medi- 
cine, it is little wonder that at the beginning of the twentieth 
century the focus turned to the question of race and its role in the 
origin of cancer. 

In 1914 Theodor Boveri, professor of zoology at the Univer- 
sity of Wirzburg, published his study of the origin of malignant 
tumors which argued that carcinomas had their ultimate origin in 
an error of the chromosomes that could be caused through either 


mechanical or chemical means.° This view augmented earlier 
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work by David von Hansemann, who saw in the growth of malig- 
nant tumors a parallel to that of normal cells. He understood can- 
cer as a type of developmental response to external stimuli.’ 
Cancer was to be understood as a somatic mutation that could, 
therefore, be inherited, rather than as the result of some unknown 
infectious disease. This view had been widely discussed in the 
course of the late nineteenth century. Greater knowledge about 
the mode and means of inheritance, following the rediscovery of 
Mendelian genetics at the beginning of the twentieth century, led 
to the reestablishment of this view as one of the central theories 
for the origin of cancer. By the 1930s this view of cancer as a dis- 
ease of the chromosomes had become part of eugenics’ cadre of 
inherited diseases that could be eliminated by careful breeding.’ 

During the course of the nineteenth century the question of 
race becomes one of the means of distinguishing those at risk from 
those who were seen to be immune from the disease. From the 
very beginning, the Jews were labeled as a tumor race. In the 
1860s the Italian Jewish scientist Cesare Lombroso had begun to 
study the question of the comparative mortality of the Jews of 
Verona in the context of the death rate of the non-Jewish popula- 
tion. He observed that Veronese Jews suffered from double the 
number of cases of cancer than did Veronese Christians.!° Lom- 
broso’s statistics supported the contention that Jews were a sepa- 
rate and unique race, whose medical anomalies rested in this 
separateness. They were, to quote one early twentieth-century 
study, “...a race of considerable purity of stock, [which]... by 
their ubiquitous presence . .. supply the interesting phenomenon 
of a racial unit subjected to widely-differing geographical influ- 
ences.”!! In Berlin during 1905, 8.6 percent of all deaths among 
Jews was attributed to cancer, while the rest of the population evi- 
denced a 6 percent death rate from cancer.” 

At the close of the nineteenth century the predominant view 
came to be quite the opposite. British physicians such as James 


~= A DREAM OF JEWISHNESS ON THE FRONTIER = 133 


Braithwaite at the fin de siécle made the simple reversal of Lom- 
broso’s claim about a Jewish predisposition to cancer.!> Their 
view, that “cancer occurs rarely among Jews,” was quickly refuted 
by further statistical evidence to the contrary.'* But if Jews were 
neither immune nor predisposed to cancer, they certainly were 
seen as a group that presented very particular manifestations of 
the disease. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century the question was no 
longer whether or not Jews suffered from cancer but whether Jews 
were predisposed to or immune from certain types of tumors. 
There was a growing statistical literature that discussed the Jewish 
predisposition and immunity to specific forms of cancer. In 1890 
W. S. Bainbridge could cite the case of a sarcoma in a Jewish 
woman as a pathological curiosity.!° But in 1909 in Munich, Adolf 
Theilhaber saw the social rather than the racial role of his patients 
as a major factor in the frequency that any group develops specific 
carcinomas, such as uterine tumors.!’ Religious practices of the 
Jews, such as circumcision, were felt to play a role in the lower in- 
cidence of uterine cancer.!® The Jewish neurologist Leopold 
Lowenfeld reinterpreted Theilhaber’s findings very differently. He 
saw the lower incidence of uterine cancer among Jewesses as a re- 
flection of types, rather than of race. The earlier menarche of Jew- 
ish women reflected the predominance of a specific type (the 
plethoric) among the Jew: the increased amount of blood in the 
organ resulted in lower incidences of uterine cancer.!? As we have 
seen, the replacement of racial arguments with typological argu- 
ments was a common one in the fin de siécle. 

The work of Felix Theilhaber, Adolf Theilhaber’s son, on the 
decline of the Jewish birthrate had begun with his interest in can- 
cer while he was at his father’s proprietary hospital for female dis- 
eases in Munich. He documented the complex literature on the 
relationship of cancer to race, stressing the much lower rate of 
cancer of the uterus and cervix for Jewish women and, as his father 
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had also stressed, and the much higher rate of cancer of the stom- 
ach for Jewish men.”° He clearly saw that this was in no way tied to 
the question of class, as the Jews he examined came from many so- 
cial classes. He also discounted the prevailing views about the 
lower rate of uterine and cervical cancer. For him, because Jewish 
women tended to have more children (his figures were from Bu- 
dapest), a lower birthrate could not account for the lower cancer 
rate. They were admitted to hospitals more frequently (which 
would tend to provide a higher rather than a lower reporting of 
incidence), and they were exposed to the same surgical procedures 
as non-Jewish women. He noted that the “Jews are a purer race 
than those people among whom they live,” and they suffer from 
many fewer cases of cervical cancer.”! Theilhaber assumed the 
lower cancer rate was related to the etiology of the tumors. 

The Theilhabers make little distinction between “racial,” i.e., 
endogenous, and “social,” i.e., exogenous, causes for cancer and its 
localization, but certain overall views can be extrapolated from 
their findings. For the Theilhabers, the localization of specific 
cancers makes it possible to speak of a gender-based difference in 
the types of cancer among Jews. The stated rationale for the lower 
incidence of uterine and cervical cancer among Jewish women is 
sexual practices of the Jews, specifically the “strict observance of 
the Mosaic Law regarding marital relations.””* The laws that gov- 
ern abstinence among Jewish women during and following their 
menstrual cycle decrease the amount of “continued irritation” 
which is seen as “a potent causative factor” in the etiology of can- 
cer. Hidden within this argument is the assumption that one fur- 
ther cause is the ritual circumcision of male Jews as well as their 
lower incidence of sexually transmitted disease.?? For there is a 
strong assumption in the course of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries that cervical or uterine cancer had a parasitical 
origin that could be sexually transmitted.”* The etiology for the 
higher incidence of stomach cancer among Jewish men is the pace 
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of life; the lower rate of cervical cancer among women is due to 
the sexual practices of the Jews. Contemporaries would have had 
access to a summary of this debate in Felix Theilhaber’s essay on 
cancer and the Jews in the Jewish Lexicon.** It is fascinating to 
measure this discussion and its literary reception against the 
counter argument that not only Jews were the primary carriers of 
syphilis, infecting Western Europe, but they had a heightened 
proclivity for the disease themselves. The skin diseases attributed 
to the Jews, as reflected in Marcel Proust’s representation dis- 
cussed in the prior chapter, illustrate how anti-Semitic stereotypes 
cover all cases. But these skin diseases also show that the response 
by Jewish physicians about Jewish immunity comes to be seen as 
an answer to the charges of their great risk for sexually transmitted 
diseases. Kafka and Proust share a complex legacy of claims of 
physical difference of the Jews. 

Certainly the debate about the localization of cancer in both 
male and female Jews focused on the central biological marker of 
the Jew, the circumcised penis, and its implications.” There is a 
detailed literature on the relationship between penile cancer and 
circumcision. Penile cancer accounted for between two and three 
percent of all cancerous tumors in the male during the nineteenth 
century and was one of the most physically and psychologically 
devastating diseases. As early as 1882, the British surgeon 
Jonathan Hutchinson related the occurrence of cancer of the penis 
to the appearance of phimosis, the constriction of the prepuce, in 
infants. He also encouraged the practice of circumcision as it 
“must necessarily tend to cleanliness.””’ This relatively rare anom- 
aly became one of the standard rationales for the advocacy of uni- 
versal male circumcision by the end of the century and its 
introduction in the United States.”* 

In 1907 J. Dellinger Barney, of the Harvard Medical School, 
published a study of one hundred cases of cancer of the penis in 
which he noted “that not a single circumcised Jew was found in 
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the hundred cases. This seems to my mind a most convincing ar- 
gument in favor of circumcision.””? Benjamin S. Barringer and 
Archie Dean added 36 cases to the literature on cancer of the penis 
in 1923 and noted early in their paper that “no Jews appear in this 
series.”2° Abraham Wolbarst of New York asked the most evident 
question: “Is circumcision a prophylactic against penis cancer?” 
His study which considered 675 males, who with few exceptions 
were Jews, found “not a single case of cancer of the penis.”3! The 
reason Wolbarst gives is the “cleanliness” that circumcision af- 
fords.*? In Austria, the work of V. Féderl at von Hochenegg’s sur- 
gical clinic in the University of Vienna in the 1920s argued 
precisely the same point: he reported on 40 cases from his clinic 
over a period of 24 years, none of which were in Jewish males. In 
addition he related 276 cases of cancer over 11 years among men 
from the Viennese Jewish Hospital in which not a single case of 
penile cancer was recorded.’ Further studies in Vienna done over 
the years 1921-1927 record 2,252 cases of cancer in Jewish males, 
but of these, not a single case of cancer of the penis was found.** 
These statistics implied not only that there was an immunity to 
penile cancer afforded by circumcision but, that taken together 
with Theilhaber’s work on cervical cancer, cancer of the genitalia 
was substantially less frequent among Jews than among the gen- 
eral population. Circumcision was a prophylaxis against cancer 
and was a sign of sexual hygiene. Here, the implications of the de- 
bate about Jews and the transmission of syphilis lurked in the 
background. 

There is a complex interrelationship among many of these 
views concerning Jewish immunity or propensity for specific 
forms of disease. Given the debate about the lower (or higher) in- 
cidence of syphilis among Jews, it is little wonder that this view is 
linked to statistics concerning specific forms of cancer. Thus, can- 
cer of the mouth was assumed to be the result of scarring left by 
syphilis. In the standard nineteenth-century handbook on syphilis, 
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there is an extensive discussion that “in the case of the tongue, the 
association of the two [cancer and syphilis] is so common, that it is 
difficult to avoid an impression, that syphilis must exercise some 
degree of predisposing influence. ... In attempting to lay down 
rules for the differential diagnosis between cancer and syphilis, I 
am most anxious to insist, as already done, on its extreme diffi- 
culty. . .. Cancerous processes may be simulated by syphilis in the 


closest possible manner.”3° 


In one study, 30 percent of all of the 
cases of cancer of the mouth were claimed to have a syphilitic ori- 
gin.*° Maurice Sorsby used this as an illustration to rebut the as- 
sumption that the Jewish immunity to certain forms of cancer was 
hereditary: “A low incidence of [cancer of the tongue] among Jews 
would lend no support to the suggestion of racial immunity to it 
among Jews, for it its well known that cancer of the tongue is fre- 
quently excited by syphilis, and syphilis is by no means so common 
among Jews as it is among non-Jews; indeed, in the past it was al- 
most completely absent.”>” Indeed, there was the assumption that 
there was a low incidence of cancer of the buccal cavity (the soft 
tissues of the mouth and tongue) among Jews.*® 

For the period from 1924 to 1929 Sigismund Peller docu- 
mented a greater incidence of death from buccal cancer among 
Jewish men than among Jewish women. (In Peller’s sample, 28 
Jewish men died as against 9 Jewish women. For every 100 cases of 
cancer reported, 2.5 Jewish men suffered from buccal cancer and 
.7 Jewish women as opposed to 3.5 non-Jewish men and .4 non- 
Jewish women. In the overall statistics 37 Jews and 319 non-Jews 
died of buccal cancer, a ratio of 1 to 8.5.) Peller notes that Jewish 
men are much less likely to have cancer of the oral cavity and Jew- 
ish women much less likely to have cancer of the genitalia than 
their non-Jewish counterparts.*” Later work contrasted cancer of 
the mouth and cancer of the breast in men and women: cancer of 
the mouth was five times more frequent among men and cancer of 


the breast was seventeen times more frequent among women.” 
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What the breast represented for the female, the mouth repre- 


. 


sented in the male. Reproduction defines the “woman” within 
nineteenth-century medicine. The image of the Jewish male as 
possessing and using language as a weapon defines him in anti- 
Semitic thought as far back as (at least) Immanuel Kant. Jewish 
males had a substantially lower rate of buccal tumors than the gen- 
eral population, but higher than Jewish women. Disease was gen- 
dered as much as it was categorized by race.! 

Are tumors of the cheek racial signs or are they signs of 
syphilitic infection—or both? Are they male or female illnesses? 
Following these chains of associations may lead to an understand- 
ing of the day residue in Kafka’s dream. Kafka had been diagnosed 
with tuberculosis in 1917. Tuberculosis was, like syphilis, a “social 
disease” according to the French physician Jules Héricourt.” 
However, it was not considered to be a Jewish disease. Indeed, 
Jews were seen in Central Europe as relatively immune to the dis- 
ease (at least until the horrible winter of 1916-1917).* But tuber- 
culosis was associated with the stigma of a disease written on the 
body. The habitus physicus, the tubercular body with its sunken 
chest and lanky, bony frame was Kafka’s body. ‘These stigmata only 
revealed the innate nature of the body. Tuberculosis is the result of 
“the privations and the fatigue undergone by men of weakly con- 
stitution [that] end by reawakening attenuated or torpid cases of 
tuberculosis” (viii). (Read: Jews.) Héricourt’s British translator, 
Bernard Miall, provides the ultimate rationale for a eugenics that 
would separate the healthy from these sick but hidden bodies, the 
beautiful from the potentially ugly: 


We need a religion of beauty, of perfection. It would be a simple 
matter to teach children to worship perfection rather than hate 
it because it reveals their own imperfection. For we cannot teach 
what beauty is without making plain the hideousness of egoism. 
Beauty is the outward and visible sign of health—perfection— 
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virtue. Pleasure is the perception of beauty, or some of its ele- 
ments. What makes for the fullness and perfection of life, for 
beauty and happiness, is good; what makes for death, disease, 
imperfection, suffering, is bad. These things are capable of 
proof, and a child may understand them. Sin is ugly and painful. 
Perfection is beautiful and gives us joy. We have appealed to the 
Hebraic conscience for two thousand years in vain. Let us ap- 
peal to the love of life and beauty which is innate in all of us. A 
beauty-loving people could not desire to multiply a diseased or 
degenerate strain, or hate men and women because they were 
strong and comely and able.... The balance of the races is 
overset, and only the abandonment of voluntary sterility by the 
fit, and its adoption by the unfit—which is eugenics—can save 
us. (244-5) 


In this view, it is the Hebrews (not the Hellenes) whose fantasy of 
the body has condemned modern man to the world of self- 
loathing and disease. 

And yet it is not evident when one looks at the Jew that he is 
diseased. The reason for this is that Jews have over the years un- 
dertaken certain ritual practices that have left them unmarked by 
certain ailments such as tuberculosis: 


All these peculiarities in the comparative pathology of the Jews 
are not due to any ethnic, “biostatic,” or racial characteristics of a 
purely anatomical or physiological nature in relation to non-Jews. 
They have their origin in the past history of the Jews, in their 
habits of life, and in the fact that syphilis and alcoholism have but 
rarely been seen among them. When the Jew is commingling 
with his Christian neighbors and adopts their customs and habits 
of life, he sooner or later loses his “racial characteristics,” and his 


comparative pathology presents no special peculiarities. 


Only in the acculturated Western Jew (such as Franz Kafka) do the 
signs of disease (tumors, cancer, tuberculosis, and syphilis) become 
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immediately evident, for these Jews have shed their supposed im- 
munity as they left ritual behind them. It is the hidden Jew within 
the Western Jew that appears, revealing the inherently diseased 
nature of the male. It is the reconciliation of the seemingly contra- 
dictory association (or nonassociation) of Jews and syphilis that 
marks the self-representation of the modern, acculturated Jew as 
“diseased.” Here Kafka, in his obsessive concern with his own 
body, is little different than Proust. The fear that the body must 
betray to the world the Jew hidden within is translated into con- 
cern about disease and hygiene. 

Even before his diagnosis with tuberculosis in 1917, Kafka be- 
gins to understand this notion of a diseased Jewish body that fails 
when it is acculturated. Kafka’s feet increasingly prevent him from 
undertaking the strenuous physical activity that he needs to re- 
form and transform his body, a hopeless task given the body’s per- 
sistence. In early October 1910, he dislocates his big toe. He 
writes that “the foot in particular is enormously swollen—but it is 
not very painful. It is well bandaged and will improve.” The 
physical foot may improve, but Kafka’s symbolic foot never will: it 
will inexorably become the lame foot of the Jew. It represents an 
inability to be a real man; it is a sign of the Jew, the devil, and the 
cripple: “I frightened Gerti [Kafka’s young niece] by limping; the 
horror of the club foot.”*° The limping Jew is the evil Jew. 

The limp foot is conspicuous in anti-Semitic discourse of the 
time. In Oskar Panizza’s fin de siécle drama, The Council of Love, 
the Devil appears as a Jewish male, his corruption written on every 
aspect of his body including his foot: “The Devil stands before 
them, leaning on one foot and supporting the other with his 
hands. He wears a black, close-fitting costume, is very slender, 
close-shaven with a fine-cut face, but his features wear an expres- 
sion that is decadent, worn, embittered. He has a yellowish com- 
plexion. His manners recall those of a Jew of high breeding. He 
leans on one foot, the other is drawn up.”*” The “yellowish” skin 
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color, the limping leg, the degeneracy of the Jew form Panizza’s 
image of the seducer of humankind. His limp signifies his Jewish 
illness and effeminacy. 

At the fin de siécle, it is the syphilitic who limps, as the 
Parisian neurologist Joseph Babinski showed in 1896 when he 
proved that a diminished plantar reflex was a sign of neurosyphilis. 
The limp of Panizza’s Devil’s reveals him to be a syphilitic Jew. He 
thus prefigures the central theme of the play—the introduction of 
syphilis into Renaissance Europe. He is already infected with his 
disease, his Jewishness, and he will presumably spread it by using 
the Jews as intermediaries. Syphilis was actually considered a Jew- 
ish disease as early as its first modern outbreak in the fifteenth 
century, and Panizza as well presents it as such, personified in a 
Jewish, male Devil.* 

The symbolic association of Jewish or Satanic limping with 
syphilitic limping was already well established in the culture of the 
late nineteenth century, by means of the intermediate image of the 
“yellow” skin of the Jew. His yellow, Oriental skin is also part of 
the standard image of the diseased Jew. Otto Weininger, the quin- 
tessential Jewish self-hater of the turn of the century, had stressed 
that Jews “possess a certain anthropological relationship with both 
Negroes and Mongolians.”*? From the former, they get their 
“readily curling hair,” from the latter, their “yellowish complex- 
ion.” This is an unchanging racial sign. For Kafka this yellow 
color later marks a disease process in the bearded “friend in Rus- 
sia,” in his tale “Che Judgment” (1913), whose “skin was growing 
so yellow as to indicate some latent disease.”*° He bears the symp- 
toms associated with the diseased Jew, including his skin color: 
“Even three years ago he was yellow enough to be thrown away” 
(87). This yellowness suggests the jaundice that signals a number 
of Oriental illnesses such as malaria and thalassemia but is also as- 
sociated with the skin color of the syphilitic in European popular 
belief. 
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Kafka’s world is a world of bodies and of images of bodies. 
Having seen the complexity of that tumor about which Kafka 
dreamed (and wrote), let us turn to a literary tale that employs 
fragmented aspects of this chain of images, and use the model that 
Freud proposed, a model that both revealed underlying fantasies 
through images and disguised the meaning of the images. Kafka 
knows this model. Whether he accepts it in its totality is doubtful, 
but the devices he uses (and that Freud presents) belong to the 
shared turn-of-the-century notions of hidden meanings in dreams 
and texts. These are, however, meanings exposed through the ver- 
bal account of visual images. 

Kafka’s “A Country Doctor” appeared in 1919 but was most 
probably written during the war winter of 1916-1917 that pre- 
ceded Kafka’s diagnosis of tuberculosis (and that saw a spectacular 
increase of the disease in Prague).! It is an account of a failed cure 
and the meaninglessness of modern, Western medicine. One 
evening a country doctor, actually the regional health officer, is 
called out on an emergency. At a loss as to how he is to get to his 
patient, a groom suddenly appears. Magic horses also appear out 
of his abandoned pigsty to pull his carriage. As he is about to de- 
part, the groom suddenly turns on the doctor’s maid, Rosa: “Yet 
hardly was she [Rosa] beside him when the groom clipped hold of 
her and pushed his face against hers. She screamed and fled back 
to me; on her cheek stood out in red the marks of two rows of 
teeth” (221). The mark on the cheek is the first sign of something 
wrong with the representations of the characters’ bodies in the 
story, a sign of something being out of joint. It is a visible sign of 
the destruction presented by the introduction of illness into the 
tale, for without the call to the ailing patient, none of the magic 
would have been needed. We, through the eyes of the country 
doctor, see the marks on Rosa’s cheek and we know their causa- 
tion—the bite of the groom. But this is, of course, only the proxi- 
mate cause, the sign now written on the body. The ultimate cause 
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seems to be the illness of the patient. It is the doctor’s diagnosis, 
the identification of the cause of illness, that fails at this point. 

While the doctor threatens the groom with a beating, he is 
also made internally aware that the groom has appeared to help 
him to reach the patient and therefore cannot be punished as the 
patient must (according to the Hippocratic oath) take precedence. 
We read this in his thoughts as revealed by the narrator. So he is 
forced to abandon Rosa to the further attacks of the groom as the 
horses carry him to his patient. The “tumor on the cheek” enters 
the tale in the form of the groom’s bite; sexuality, destruction, and 
illness are all suggested by the wound. This image is also indica- 
tive of the problem of Western medicine in trying to understand 
its multiple roles in a complex society. 

When the doctor magically reaches his patient, he provides us 
with an account of the patient’s appearance: “Gaunt, without any 
fever, not cold, not warm, with vacant eyes, without a shirt, the 
youngster heaved himself up from under the feather bedding” 
(221). Having made this physical examination, the doctor dis- 
misses the patient as a malingerer until he is forced by his family 
to examine him further. At that point he discovers the tumor: “In 
his right side, near the hip, was an open wound as big as the palm 
of my hand. Rose-red, in many variations of shade, dark in the hal- 
lows, lighter at the edges, softly granulated, with irregular clots of 
blood, open as a surface mine to the daylight” (223). This is the 
description of a cancerous lesion as well as a syphilitic one, at least 
in its literary provenance. It is the grail king’s wound to be healed 
by Parzifal (with Richard Wagner’s music being quietly hummed 
in the background). The wound in the groin marks the appearance 
of illness, sexuality, and destruction. Its rose-color links it to the 
maid’s cheek visually and literally, a link echoed in the visualiza- 
tion of the word as well as the color. And the doctor now feels that 
he cannot act at all; the case is hopeless. When the patient asks to 
be left alone to die, the doctor suddenly thinks about that other 
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hopeless case, Rosa, whom he had abandoned some ten miles 
away. 

Instead of going to Rosa’s aid, the doctor continues to exam- 
ine the lesion. In it he finds a further proof of the impossibility of 
cure. The wound is full of “worms, as thick and as long as my little 
finger” (223). The maggots in the wound are read by the doctor as 
a sign of putrefaction, of the inevitability of his patient’s death 
from the now open tumor. He, of course, was wrong in this read- 
ing. He was brought to the bedside by the magic horses and 
through the actions of the magic groom not to evoke the powers 
of Western medicine but to bring his shamanic authority as a 
healer. The medical world that he has entered is the world of folk 
medicine. His modern, Western, enlightened skills may well be 
useless, he thinks, more because of his own ambivalence about 
them than because of any innate problem with the medicine itself. 
It is the doctor not the medicine that is at fault. The model of 
modern medicine that he brings into the country house forces him 
to misconstrue the meaning of the larva he sees in the wound. The 
maggots are not a sign of decay but of cure. 

Maggot therapy is an old folk (and, in special cases, present- 
day clinical) remedy for cleaning precisely such ulcerations as 
those found in his patient. It had been recognized as a successful 
means for the debridement of wounds in folk medicine for at least 
four hundred years before Kafka wrote his tale.*” By the 1920s the 
use of maggot therapy had even become part of Western clinical 
practice.°* The line between folk medicine and clinical practice is 
always slippery but, from the perspective of the clinician, must al- 
ways be distinguished from “quackery.” The doctor’s misdiagnosis 
of this folk remedy shows him that his only role is to become part 
of the magical treatment of the child. He is lifted up by the family 
and laid in the patient’s bed magically to warm and cure the child’s 
lesion. When he is laid on the bed, the boy says to him: “‘T have 
little confidence in you. Why, you were only blown in here, you 
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didn’t come on your own feet” (224). The image of the foot sud- 
denly reappears in the text as the definition of a “real” doctor. 

In this magical world of dreams structured according to 
Kafka’s reading of Freud, dreams reveal as they dissemble. The 
images are condensed accounts of complex narrative that reach 
beyond themselves into the past. Kafka knows this. All of the im- 
ages that Kafka uses deal with a complex of cultural fantasies about 
Jews. The wounded body of the woman and the diseased body of 
the child both represent classic turn-of-the-century anti-Semitic 
views embedded in the popular (and clinical) medical discourse of 
the day. Is the wound cancer or is it syphilis or is it a cancer caused 
by syphilis? The doctor too takes on the coloration ascribed to the 
Jew during the late nineteenth century. His feet reveal him. Stand- 
ing on one’s own feet is impossible for the acculturated Jew sus- 
pended between the belief systems of religion and the fantasies 
about the diseased Jewish body inherent in the rational world of 
medical science. 

It is clear that Kafka is not writing “A Country Doctor” as a 
tale about Jews, even though his uncle Siegfried Lowy may have 
served as a model for the protagonist.** His vocabulary of images 
that deal with illness and bodily decay is taken from the vocabu- 
lary of his own world. How could it be otherwise? What is re- 
moved is the Jewish aspect in Kafka’s bodies. All else is left. 
Kafka’s dream of the tumor is the dream in which all of the quali- 
ties of race, so central to the world in which Kafka lived, vanish. I 
have argued elsewhere in my study of Kafka that one of the re- 
sulting moves of universalizing the literary discourse of Kafka’s 


texts was to deracinate it.*° 


While some of his contemporaries, 
such as Richard Beer-Hoffmann and Arnold Zweig, were moving 
in precisely the opposite direction by thematicizing Jewishness, 
Kafka was removing the overt references to the Jewish body from 
his work.°° What is left, of course, are the images without their 


racial references, and yet they would have been present in any 
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contemporary reading of the text. The association between sexu- 
ality and disease, the association of specific predisposition to spe- 
cific forms of tumors were part of the legend of the Jewish body 
at the turn of the century. One further association that is quite 
powerful is the image of the Jew as physician that haunts the anti- 
Semitic literature of the time as well as the work of Jewish physi- 
cians such as Arthur Schnitzler. 

In Kafka’s tale of the country doctor, the Jewish references 
are totally missing, yet their traces, following Kafka’s reading of 
Freud’s theory of the dream, are still present. Let us imagine that 
Kafka consciously adapts a Freudian model rather than thinking 
that this is all a process of unconscious forces. Kafka knows 
clearly that his texts are avant-garde, that the model he strives for 
is a reading of his texts not as a Jewish writer with all the anti- 
Semitic taints ascribed to that category, but rather as a modern 
writer. The imagery he draws on are the images from which he 
wishes to distance himself. They are present in a gestural lan- 
guage: the tumor of the cheek and the lesion in the groin mark 
the presence of disease. The unsure-footedness ascribed to the 
physician and his inability to read the folk medicine he sees (and 
becomes part of) mirror the sense of being caught between rival 
claims. On the one hand (foot?) was the Enlightenment claim of 
the Jew as rational being, espousing a scientific religion that pre- 
figured much of modern medicine. On the other hand (foot?) was 
the desire of Central European Jews at the turn of the century to 
be different, to express their Jewishness in their own manner, 
even to revel in the irrational and the magical. Leopold Sacher- 
Masoch had presented this dichotomy in 1892 in his key text on 
the nature of Austrian Jews, called “Two Doctors,” contrasting 
and reconciling the two types.*” For him, a late Enlightenment 
(and non-Jewish) writer, modern medicine is recognized by the 
practitioner of folk medicine as preferable and wins the competi- 
tion. Jews of Kafka’s generation are no longer so secure in this as- 
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sumption. Perhaps the lost truths of ancient belief and practice 
were in their particularism more valuable for the modern Jew 
than acculturation. In “A Country Doctor,” Kafka too uses the 
physician as the model for the conflict between rationality and ir- 
rationality but is quite clear as to which force will win. The forces 
of the irrational triumph because the doctor cannot understand 
what he sees through the lens of his rationality. This too was the 
dilemma seen by Jews of Kafka’s generation from Martin Buber 
to Walter Benjamin, from Georg Lukacs to Gershom Scholem. It 
echoes in their writing and their desire for a place for the irra- 
tional, for the messianic, for the transcendental in the world. 
Kafka’s engagement with this model of Jewish identity is written 
into the bodies of his characters as the irrational nature of the 
meanings attached to their (and our) bodies. 


CHAPTER SIX 


PRIVATE KNOWLEDGE 


Jewish Illnesses and the 


Process of Identity Formation 


BODIES ON EVERY FRONTIER ARE CONTESTED. THEY ARE 
drawn into question as ill or are seen as healthy. The new frontier 
in biology and medicine is that of genetic knowledge. How do we, 
as human beings in specific cultural settings, imagine being ill on 
this frontier? And how does this new moment echo many of the 
concerns that we have seen raised about the differences of bodies 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries? 

Recently scholars and the press have given much attention to 
the expanding implications of genetic knowledge in the public 
sphere.! What happens when your employer or the state has infor- 
mation about real or imagined anomalies in your genetic 
makeup—especially when those anomalies can be defined as dis- 
eases, whether current or future, whether yours or your off- 
springs’? It is clear that the negative impact of such public 
knowledge, at least in the light of our present inability to effect 
“cures” for genetically transmitted illnesses, seems to outweigh 
the public good. Employers in the United States now screen over 
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a quarter of potential employees for genetically transmitted ill- 
nesses of all types in order to eliminate individuals at risk from 
their insurance pool. While seemingly in violation of existing laws, 
such sharing of information, as Dorothy Nelkin shows in two 
coauthored works, creates a new category of the “potentially ill” 
who are stigmatized and have virtually no ability to alter their now 
cryptopublic status. This is equally true of individuals with geneti- 
cally transmitted illnesses who are assumed to pass these illnesses 
on to their children. In a society that defines health as the norm, 
the moral implications of such an identity as someone at risk are 
clear. If being healthy is the norm, then being sick is abnormal. 
Being abnormal is a value-ridden concept that denies people con- 
trol and power over their own lives. 

The very concept of “at risk” is complicated with interlocking 
aspects of definition. There are those who are at risk for a disease 
themselves. This may be because the category of illness present in 
their families has been redefined as “genetically” predisposed, as 
certain forms of breast cancer have recently been, whether or not 
a specific genetic test is now or ever will be available. There are 
those at risk because they have been tested for a conventionally 
defined, genetically determined disease, such as Huntington’s 
chorea. This may also mean that these individuals are simultane- 
ously seen and see themselves as at risk for transmitting such dis- 
ease to their offspring, whether or not they have the potential of 
acquiring the disease themselves. And finally, there are those who 
have children with a disease defined as genetically determined, 
who suddenly recognize that they were at risk for having transmit- 
ted the illness. All these individuals are at risk but often times in 
different or overlapping ways. A parent who suddenly discovers 
that he or she is free from a disease that appears in their offspring 
has a different relationship to the idea of being at risk than does 
someone suffering from the disease itself. Yet these are clearly 
linked categories that compose the identity of those at risk. 
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Suddenly we are confronted with new communities of the po- 
tentially ill. Those labeled as bearing the seeds of illness are now 
seen in the public sphere as at risk. This label is also internalized 
by those individuals who are so defined in public. They become 
the potentially ill or the parents of potentially ill children. What 
has often happened with the public knowledge of their state is that 
the potentially ill have created an “imagined community” (to use 
Benedict Anderson’s term in a very different context’) through 
which to control and comprehend their anxiety about their or 
their children’s existing or potential illness. Those who see them- 
selves as healthy (that is, not at risk) define this community as ill. 
They attempt to exclude or marginalize those now labeled as hav- 
ing the potential for disease. ‘Those labeled as ill in complex ways 
accept this label and turn it into a mark of identity. For is there 
anything more redolent of identity in the age of the human 
genome than our biological code? In an age of biologization, have 
not our genes become the ultimate definition of who we believe 
we are? Indeed, the recent discovery at the beginning of 2001 that 
human beings have about half the number of genes as was pre- 
dicted seems to strengthen the argument for adaptation of the 
genome through life experiences. It is interesting that the popular 
response to this discovery was a strengthened sense that the map- 
ping of the genome will lead to cures for a wide range of diseases 
now understood primarily as genetic. 

Such an imagined community of the ill is intergenerational. It 
connects the past with the present and the future. It becomes 
greater than the nuclear family through which it has been diag- 
nosed. It is always present even when the focus of the community 
is horizontal, i.e., of the same generation. The ghost of the past is 
always present in the way that the present-day community is imag- 
ined. It is constructed by those family members who create a 
clearly defined social subset with whom they identify and onto 
which they are thus able to displace the stigma of responsibility for 
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the disease. Not we alone are at risk, but all of our new extended 
family—the family unit now defined by a shared disease. All suf- 
ferers come to be members of this constructed family. “We are not 
alone” is their answer to the charge that they are at risk; “here is 
the community of the ill into which we fit.” Such a bridging of the 
private sphere (nuclear family) and the public sphere (imagined 
community of the ill) is one of the most fascinating results of the 
new discussion of genetically transmitted disease. 

What happens to the construction of such categories of po- 
tential or imagined genetically transmitted illness when we turn 
from the public sphere to the private sphere? What happens in the 
(self-constructed) private sphere of the nuclear family to the pri- 
vate knowledge of such risk? How is such knowledge understood 
within the family, i.e., what meaning is given to it? Does knowing 
about the potential for genetically transmitted illness alter the na- 
ture of intrafamilial relationships? What function does such con- 
structed knowledge have on how families explain the potential of 
genetically inherited illness? Is ignorance better than knowing in 
such contexts? Are these problems analogous or different from the 
problems confronted in the public sphere, in, for example, the 
adoption process? 

Recent work on the question of genetic knowledge in the case 
of adoption presents the middle ground between the purely public 
sphere questions and those intrafamilial questions raised by the 
claimed ability to use genetic information as predictors of pathol- 
ogy. (No one in the scholarly community seems to be interested at 
this point in positive predictors such as high intelligence or large 
stature. This, however, will surely play a role in future discussions as 
there is more and more desire to identify the genetic components of 
such qualities, even if they do not exist.) The present debate seems 
to focus on the impact of genetic information on the nuclear family 
as now constituted through adoption. For the psychologists Susan 
Michie and Theresa Marteau, any genetic information on potential 
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adoptees should be withheld, even from the adoptive parents, be- 
cause of fear of impacting the private sphere. Such knowledge “may 
distort the child’s upbringing; expectations... may be affected.”? 
Also, there is the implied public sphere problem that adoptive par- 
ents may have greater knowledge of the genetics of the biological 
parents than they have of themselves. Michie and Marteau come 
down on the side of supplying virtually little or no information to 
potential adoptive parents as this information may well skew the 
adoption process at its very inception. Parents may be unwilling to 
adopt a child who may develop a disease in the future. 

The British physician J. A. Raeburn, on the other hand, advo- 
cates the sharing of genetic information about the child with the 
potential adoptive parents, but he places a major and ambiguous 
caveat on that claim. He grounds his belief in the view that “adop- 
tive parents should not expect to receive more information about 
the adopted child than birth parents would have about their own 
child.”* What exactly does this mean? For Raeburn, the idea of a 
community governed by knowledge means that the history of each 
member defines the family. 

Raeburn distinguishes between “secretive” and “open” fami- 
lies and argues that “candor and openness is usually in the best in- 
terests of any child whether adopted or not” (190). Thus if you 
have information (or can get information) about the imagined 
community of the ill it should be shared with the child (and by ex- 
tension with the child’s adoptive parents). Open is good; secretive 
is bad. This, of course, presupposes that Michie and Marteau’s 
anxiety is baseless. Their belief is that such shared information 
might skew the adoptive process in favor of those children with 
clean genetic records or no genetic information whatsoever. 

We seem to be caught between a rock and a hard place. In the 
public sphere the decision to share information or disclose it is seen 
as a consequence of a newly evolving public policy concerning 
adopted children’s right to know. This right to know is postulated 
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on the existence of an imagined community into which the child 
fits “naturally” because of the child’s biological inheritance. Rae- 
burn’s evocation of the “best interest of the child” is a claim based 
on the discourse of rights, not of community. Within the potential 
adoptive family, the advocacy of intrafamilial privacy issues is 
stressed when the development and socialization of the child is at 
stake. The sharing of genetic information often comes down on the 
side of the child’s rights to an unstigmatized life within another 
imagined community, now the healthy community of the adoptive 
family. (It is unimportant if the family is itself truly healthy; the as- 
sumption is that only healthy families adopt children. “Healthy” is 
another term for “acceptable.”) For the nuclear family, newly con- 
stituted by adoption, needs to understand the child as integral to it 
rather than part of the public sphere beyond itself. The new child 
has to be healthy as the family is defined as healthy. What are the 
problems that arise within a nuclear family when genetic informa- 
tion concerning future pathologies is made available to the family? 

‘There are two recent studies that attempt to answer questions 
about intrafamilial response to genetic information. T. M. 
Marteau and T: J. Peters at King’s College (London) interviewed 
the parents of 24 children with familial hypercholesterolaemia, an 
inherited predisposition to heart disease.” Here the perception 
tests determined the parents’ attitude toward the nature of the dis- 
ease. When the parents saw the test as measuring heightened cho- 
lesterol levels, it was understood as measuring diet, and therefore 
under the control of the parents and less threatening. Diet can be 
changed within the family. When the test was seen as part of ge- 
netic screening, it was seen as uncontrollable and more threaten- 
ing. Genetic predisposition was seen as inalterable and beyond the 
control of the family. The sense of parental guilt was thus amelio- 
rated if the disease was understood as situational rather than as in- 
herited, as part of the imagined community of the diseased. This 
seems also to be the case in an older study concerning colorectal 
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cancer in which “the gene test is imbued with meaning beyond de- 
termination of gene status in families who choose gene testing.”° 
The guilt of being the source of the illness was greater if the 
source was perceived as inherited rather than from the life style of 
the individual. Thus, in a sense, the community of the ill was per- 
ceived as more dangerous than the actions of the individuals, per- 
haps because it was seen as beyond the control of those defined as 
ill. Change your life style and end your risk, seems to be the 
mantra of modern medicine. But even life style changes can often 
not alter the course of illness. 

'T. J. Wilcke and his colleagues inquired about the impact of 
sharing such information about genetically transmitted illness 
among families with a member with alpha 1-antitrypsin deficiency 
(A1AD) as well as a control group.’ Like familial hypercholestero- 
laemia, A1AD is an illness in which disability can be prevented by 
a change of life style or by careful management. Individuals with 
AlAd lack a protective protein called alpha—1 antitrypsin that pro- 
tects the lungs from a natural enzyme (called neutrophil elastase) 
that helps fight bacteria and clean up dead lung tissue. If allowed 
to progress, the lungs are damaged and a form of emphysema be- 
comes chronic and may lead to death. It thus offers a multiple 
reading quite different than that offered by illnesses such as Hunt- 
ington’s chorea, which have at present a specific fatal course and 
little possibility of intervention (and therefore reinterpretation). 

When individuals with severe ALAD were asked whether their 
sisters should be screened and told of the results, 66.8 percent said 
that they should be told of the results; 58 percent saw this as a 
means of preventing illness; 41 percent saw this as a means of 
“maintaining openness in the family and to avoid uncertainty.” 
Given the question of the transmission to the next generation, 
such sharing with sisters marked a clear desire for information 
prior to planning a family of their own. “Openness” is itself a 
coded term and is a given a positive value in this society. Here, it 
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refers to the revelation of the real or potential sharing of an illness. 
This sharing would take place within the extended family struc- 
ture in the light of transmission to future generations. It presents 
the image of an imagined community of sufferers extended into 
the past as well as into the future. 

The findings of these two recent studies are not particularly 
startling. It is clear that all stigmatizing illnesses are read to ame- 
liorate the sense of guilt attached to them. When illnesses are un- 
derstood as stigmatizing, they create inner conflicts among those 
who are labeled (correctly or incorrectly) as the cause of the ill- 
ness. The construction of a greater community into which such 
illness can be read moderates the immediate effect of the role that 
the nuclear family has in being the cause of the illness. This is 
analogous to the anxiety felt in the adoption of children with po- 
tential genetically transmitted illnesses. There the fantasy of adop- 
tive parents is to construct an imagined community of the 
potentially ill into which the child can be placed that is different 
from the biological inheritance of the adoptive family. In the nu- 
clear family the desire is to construct a world beyond the nuclear 
family into which the illness can be projected and given meaning. 
The genetic identity of the adopted child is by definition different 
than that of the adoptive parents. However, it should not be seen 
as worse than the adoptive parents biological self-definition. 

If we look at the discussion within nuclear families with ill 
children today, something similar occurs. The illness comes to de- 
fine the family from within, in ways that limit the meaning of the 
illness through the construction of an imagined community. Pub- 
lic discussions of genetically transmitted illness are now haunted 
by images of the family, the traditional definition of the private 
sphere. I have drawn on a series of family websites that deal with 
the occurrence of a genetically transmitted illness. I understand 
that these websites are in the public sphere and are indeed in- 
tended to provide information to a broad public about genetically 
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transmitted diseases using first-person accounts. Yet they also rep- 
resent an odd opening on intrafamilial self-representations. For 
this purpose, let me take two self-representations of families with 
genetically transmitted diseases: one that has had two children 
who have died of the complications from Fanconi anemia; the 
other with a child afflicted with Tay-Sachs disease. 

The first family, the Frohnmeyers, has a third child with the 
initial symptoms of Fanconi anemia. Named for Swiss pediatrician 
Guido Fanconi, Fanconi anemia is a recessive disorder, one of the 
inherited anemias that leads to bone marrow failure (aplastic ane- 
mia). Often marked by specific symptoms at birth (such as mental 
retardation or anomalies of the extremities), it is usually fatal be- 
fore the child reaches adulthood. After their first child’s death in 
1983, they “struggled for two years with grief, anger, loss, isola- 
tion, and depression” since they “knew of no other similarly af- 
fected family.”® They organized a support group in 1985 that now 
has 460 affected families. The need to see one’s family as not 
unique is part of the discourse in this family, a way of affirming 
that the parents do not bear the responsibility for their children’s 
disease. The child suffers from an aliment that, while rare, is not 
limited to one family and is therefore not “their fault.” The num- 
ber of such support groups for genetically transmitted illness has 
increased with the proliferation of information about the nature of 
the diseases themselves. Support groups may have many functions 
in the public sphere, but they also answer the Frohnmeyer’s cry 
that they cannot be alone, they cannot be the only cause of their 
children’s illness. 

The creation of a cohort (like the equation of Jews and dia- 
betes in the nineteenth century) in which genetically transmitted 
illness can be located and thus given meaning may have inherent 
ramifications not first grasped. The ‘Tay-Sachs case has equally 
interesting dimensions in this regard. The Cassadys had a child 
in 1997 who showed the initial symptoms of Tay-Sachs shortly 
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before his first birthday. Diagnosis was delayed because the Cas- 
sadys were both of Irish descent and ‘Tay-Sachs is seen as a Jew- 
ish disease (although it is also found among Francophone 
populations in Quebec and Louisiana). Here finding a “commu- 
nity” to define the illness was difficult for the Cassadys: “The 
disease was predominately in the Jewish community for years. 
They do testing in most families where they feel the general 
public needs to be made aware of this disease.” Specifically “a 
simple blood test can tell if you are a carrier to inform you be- 
fore you have children.”? Here the problem of “not belonging” 
meant that the illness could not easily be diagnosed because the 
family was not associated with the cohort. Ashkenazi Jews know 
they are at risk; they test to prevent the conception of children 
with Tay-Sachs but, goes the argument, we Irish did not have 
that luxury. 

In the United States the National Foundation for Jewish Ge- 
netic Diseases has identified nine genetic diseases as “being the 
most common among Jews of Eastern European or Ashkenazi de- 
scent.”!° The diseases include Tay-Sachs; Bloom’s syndrome, in 
which about 10 percent of those affected also have diabetes; Cana- 
van disease, a progressive neurological disorder; dystonia, which 
affects movement control; Fanconi anemia and familial dysau- 
tonomia, both of which will be discussed below; Gaucher’s disease, 
a metabolic disorder; Niemann-Pick disease, a neurodegenerative 
disorder; mucolipidosis, a neurological disorder and the most re- 
cently discovered Jewish genetic disease, first identified in 1974. 
Labeling these diseases “Jewish” especially in the public press, has 
created the impression that only Jews (defined as an ethnic, reli- 
gious, or racial group) carry and manifest these diseases. The real- 
ity of patterns of reproduction and the dissemination of illness, as 
in the case of the Cassadys, belies this totalizing claim. Orthodox 
Jews have created a Committee for the Prevention of Jewish Ge- 
netic Diseases (Dor Yershorim) that provides anonymous genetic 
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testing (Tay-Sachs, cystic fibrosis, and Fanconi anemia) for poten- 
tial brides and bridegrooms prior to any arranged marriage. ‘This 
would technically alert both parties and cause the marriage not to 
take place, therefore slowly eliminating these diseases from the 
genetic pool of Orthodox Jews. Thus it would come to be a Jewish 
but not an Orthodox Jewish problem. Howard Markel observed 
the problems of this Jewish bias in his op-ed piece in the New York 
Times about the testing for Tay-Sachs.'! After his wife, Kate, was 
pregnant with their first child, she was tested for Tay-Sachs, “a 
rare genetic disease that clusters among Askenazi Jews, of Central 
and Eastern European descent.” She tested positive and the ques- 
tion was whether he too carried the gene which would pass the ill- 
ness on to their unborn child. Markel noted that before genetic 
screening was available, about 1 in 3,500 children of eastern Euro- 
pean Jews were born with this fatal disease; today about 95 percent 
of the pregnancies are terminated once the disease is identified in 
prenatal screening. The good news was that he was not a carrier; 
the pregnancy was carried to term. Here, too, the promise of the 
reduction of this illness now through termination reflects on the 
identification of the illness as being limited to a specific cohort, for 
only those perceived at risk will be tested for the disease. The Jews 
as a social construct represent the extended family suffering from 
the illness. This category excludes all others from this newly con- 
structed family. 

The notion of the family of children with inherited diseases as 
part of a cohort, a new imagined community, is central to this self- 
representation.” The case of familial dysautonomia can be taken 
almost as paradigmatic. This genetically transmitted disease seems 
to be limited to Eastern European Jews. The internet image of the 
disease is made to reflect this quite literally: “Our logo shows a 
small case ‘fd’ to reflect the medical expression of the autosomal 
recessive nature of FD genetics. The letters are in an upswept Star 
of David to symbolize our optimism for the future; the Star of 
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David in recognition of the predominantly Jewish inheritance of 
this disorder (our ‘founder’ who had the first mutation several 
hundred years ago undoubtedly lived in a Polish shtet/.)”!3 This 
becomes a Jewish disease and all of its sufferers become part of an 
extended family, an imagined community linked solely by their ex- 
perience of having children with familial dysautonomia. Thus, all 
of the sufferers whether they have the disease or whether their 
children have the disease are cousins in illness: 


Since 99% of the kids who have FD have the exact same gene 
sequence at 9q31-33, it means that someone years ago had a 
spontaneous mutation (perhaps his mother ate too much 
borsht!). That mutation was inherited by his/her children and 
passed down through the years to us. Our FD children in turn 
inherited the affected gene from both parents. In other words, 
we are all truly related. Not just theoretically, but in reality. 
Distant cousins. Don’t know if that makes things easier or not, 
but unlike Gaucher’s Disease Type I, where there are at least 4 
mutations, we are all from the same family. As such, I hope we 
can all work together to benefit our children! Signed: Your 


cousin,... !+ 


The construction of an extended family of sufferers changes the 
very meaning of the private sphere and private knowledge. Inheri- 
tance means, in common usage, relationship; here, the relation- 
ship is via shared suffering. There is no question that the 
establishment of such cousinship is a means of sharing the burden 
of knowledge in all of its complexity. 

One mother with an FD child wrote that she saw a particu- 
larly Jewish difficulty in constructing such an extended, public 
family: “My armchair theory is that Jewish families have some dif- 
ficulty accepting children who do not have a bright future (as op- 
posed to, in general, Catholic families). In the Hasidic community, 
kids with FD are often ‘hidden’ (according to the main doctor who 
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treats the disorder).” This strikes me as perhaps a misreading of 
the construction of the extended FD family as a Jewish family. 
Here too, Jewishness is the collective quality given to the group of 
sufferers. Whether the social structure of Jewish communities is 
less flexible in this regard is doubtful. Jewish social organizations 
have traditionally dealt with the disabled, beginning with the 
Home for the Orthodox Feeble Minded in the late nineteenth 
century to contemporary organizations such as Keshet: Jewish 
Parents of Children with Special Needs. The sense that the Jewish 
community can serve as a public referent for the collective into 
which these families can now fit themselves seems important, no 
matter how Jewishness is interpreted in such contexts. 

The need to construct a cohort through which the family and 
its expectations of genetically transmitted illness can be under- 
stood is evident. The power of this construction of the cohort is 
indicated in the two recent studies discussed above. But there are 
also interesting historical cases about the reading of genetically 
transmitted illness and their implications for individual identity 
within familial structures. What happens when one is defined 
within the family or, indeed, when the family is defined as dis- 
eased? There is an historical model in the view of diabetes, which 
was understood as transmitted within specific racial groups (in the 
scientific language of the nineteenth century: races) such as Blacks 
and Jews. Diabetes is a good case study for such questions because 
it is a disease that has two forms, one of which is clearly transmit- 
ted genetically; the other which may be present as a genetic pre- 
disposition (with a strong environmental factor) or as the sequelae 
of pregnancy or obesity. 

In the nineteenth century, in the public sphere, labeling Blacks 
or Jews as a “diabetic race” was a means of labeling these groups as 
inferior. Thus, the Parisian neurologist Jean Martin Charcot ex- 
plained to Sigmund Freud in the fall of 1888 about the predisposi- 
tion of Jews for specific forms of illness, such as diabetes, where 


162 ~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) = 


“the exploration is easy” because of the intramarriage of the Jews.'° 
Jewish “incest” left its mark on the Jewish body in the form of dia- 
betes as well as on the Jewish soul. (In his letter to Freud, Charcot 
used the vulgar “juif” rather than the more polite “Israélite” or 
more scientific “sémite.”!°) 

But how does the nineteenth-century Jew respond? Certainly 
there is the old Jewish joke about the Russian, the Frenchman, and 
the Jew stranded in the desert, slowly dying of thirst. They find a 
town and a bar. Stumbling in the Russian gasps that he is so parched 
that he must have vodka; the Frenchman that he must have wine; 
and the Jew, that he must have diabetes. Jewish scientists of the turn 
of the century, such as Felix Theilhaber in 1909, accepted the racial 
stigmatization of diabetes.'’ Other Jewish scientists, such as Joseph 
Jacobs, had seen diabetes as the result of the inferior social and eco- 
nomic position of the Jews: “So far as these [hemorrhoids and dia- 
betes] are due to sedentary habits.”!* The American physician 
Maurice Fishberg saw (like Charcot) intramarriage as the cause. He 
writes that “the Jews have not had the advantage of draining the 
pure fresh country blood for the rejuvenation of their own... asa 
final result we find that most of the diseases that increase with the 
advance of civilization, particularly the neuroses and psychoses and 
also diabetes, are relatively more frequent among the Jews than the 
non-Jews.”!? Some physicians, such as Arnold Pollatschek in 1902 
(working in the spa town of Carlsbad), saw this predisposition to di- 
abetes merely as an artifact of the Jews’ hypochondriacal mind-set 
and their financial ability to pay for diagnosis and treatment of the 
disease.” In other words, the attempt is always to understand the 
group predisposition to illness from within the group in the terms 
of a model that provides the individual researcher the most control 
of the present and/or future while taking into consideration the pre- 
vailing stereotypes of racial difference. 

The cohort—here, the family—is defined either socially or bi- 
ologically. The imagined community of the Jews with diabetes, 
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like the notion of the family of sufferers today, moves the respon- 
sibility to a level beyond that of the individual. We know today 
that diabetes can be both a result of inheritance (type J) as well as 
life style (type I). Recent work shows that the cultural component 
may be telling. In work compiled over a decade, one researcher 
found an increase in cases of diabetes among Yemenite Jews who 
had migrated from a region where no sugar was eaten to one 
where their diet included sugar.?! The researcher arrived at the 
conclusion that diabetes appeared in this group because of its 
entry into the “modern” world of sugar-rich diets and abundant 
food, not the fact that the group was Jewish or had a genetic pre- 
disposition. Today, the general consensus is that diabetes is not 
particularly a Jewish illness. Research being done now follows the 
so-called “thrifty genotype” hypothesis suggested in 1964: when 
mice are transferred from a harsh to a benign environment, they 
gain weight and are hyperglycemic. First generation groups of im- 
migrants to either the United States in the late nineteenth century 
or to Israel today exhibit a substantially higher rate of diabetes. 
The initial groups, such as the Yemenites, showed an extremely 
low index of diabetes prior to their arrival in Israel. Thus, diabetes 
and obesity seem to be an index of a failure to adapt rapidly to the 
new environment.”? It is in no way a Jewish genetic disease. 

In the nineteenth century the image is of the “sick Jew” as part 
of a community of the ill. The result of this within Jewish communi- 
ties in the West (from the mid-nineteenth century on, beginning in 
Hamburg) was the founding of Jewish hospitals, where Jewish pa- 
tients had equal access, where Jewish physicians could research and 
practice. ‘They were also, however, places that treated the illness per- 
ceived to be the illnesses of the community, not merely the illness of 
the individual. Jews in the twenty-first century, in an age where it 
seems that genetic markers label them as at risk, react no differently 
than other groups so marked. They create Jewish families of the ill. 
However, the historical context of this makes it a dangerous practice, 
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for it sets off Jews as a collective at risk, thereby retaining the older 
relationship of race with that of disease. The new genetic frontier is 
one in which identity too is formed and the odd echoes of the past 
shape the response to the new categories. “Race” has reappeared as a 
category of analysis, as if the pseudo-anthropological definitions of 
race of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are completely coter- 
minous with the idea of genetic alleles in contemporary science. In- 
deed, the very notion of race now having a primary place in the 
categorization of scientific research (as well as in the development of 
a literature and centers for the study of Jewish genetic diseases) flies 
in the face of the misuse that this category has had over the past two 
hundred years. While any individual Jew may show the impact of any 
number of genetically transmitted diseases, by binding this evident 
fact in a homogenous category of the “Jew” leads to misrepresenta- 
tions and bad science. 

‘Today, the model of the support group, the therapeutic com- 
munity, or the family of sufferers provides an analogous outlet for 
the desire of the individual to place him- or herself or their off- 
spring into a context greater than that of an individual with an ill- 
ness. The unspoken anxiety about having had a child with a 
genetically transmitted illness and the potential of bearing chil- 
dren who themselves will carry this “stain” on to future genera- 
tions creates a phantom that haunts these families. It is the 
phantom of the cohort experience.”? Not I, says the individual, but 
my family (however defined or constructed) is the cause of this ill- 
ness and bears a covert responsibility with me to help me deal with 
it. Thus, anxiety is controlled by its displacement onto other levels 
of the community. The families with the private knowledge of in- 
herited illness exorcise the ghost hidden within the gene by trying 
to create and thus understand the cohort into which the illness 
places them. And, as in the case of the Jews in the nineteenth cen- 
tury, the manner of doing this is to use the cohort to provide some 
type of meaning for the origin and form of the illness. 
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The construction of the cohort is also inherent in the self- 
understanding of the individual and the family with a genetically 
transmitted disease. By creating a cohort into which the family ex- 
perience must be fitted, the onus of responsibility is lifted from the 
nuclear family unit and placed on the genetic allele. Such narra- 
tives of a constructed group identity come then to form and to 
haunt the narratives of those families that understand themselves 
retrospectively or prospectively at risk for genetically transmitted 
illness. The phantom in the machine here is the story of the co- 
hort into which the family must insert itself. That story means 
that there is rarely private knowledge that is not immediately 
transmuted into public knowledge. For all such explanations move 
the image of the disease beyond the family into the greater world. 
Thus, it is not only possible but also necessary to create a science 
of such diseases, as in the nineteenth century, or websites advocat- 
ing for the families with such disease in the twenty-first century. 
All of these are the public manifestations of private knowledge. 


PART III 


JEWISH BODIES ON THE 
MULTICULTURAL FRONTIER 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


“WE'RE: NOT JEWS 


Imagining Jewish History and Jewish Bodies 


in Contemporary Multicultural Literature 


MULTICULTURALISM AND THE JEWS 


BY THE END OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY A NEW FRON- 
tier had come into being on which Jews were imagined to have a 
special function. That new frontier was called multiculturalism 
and it defined itself quite literally in terms of real or perceived 
boundaries. It was, according to contemporary self-defined multi- 
cultural thinkers such as Gloria Anzaldta, the space where “this 
mixture of races, rather than resulting in an inferior being, pro- 
vides hybrid progeny, a mutable, more malleable species with a 
rich gene pool.”! Contemporary multicultural theory provides a 
further rehabilitation of notions of continually crossing ideas of 
race at the frontier. The Canadian filmmaker Christine Welsh ef- 
fects a similar, necessary rehabilitation of the anxiety about being 
Metis, of mixed race: the Métis becomes one type on the Canadian 
frontier.’ By positing the “cosmic race” as “healing the split at the 
foundation of our lives,” she removes the stigmata of illness from 
those at the borderlands. 


S.L. Gilman, Jewish Frontiers 
© Sander L. Gilman 2003 
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And yet the multicultural is also the antithesis of hybridity. It 
can just as frequently be the reification and commodification of 
ethnic identity. It may stress the boundaries and borders between 
ethnic, cultural, religious, or class groups. If the Métis is hybrid, 
then hip-hop is multicultural. (And “world music” can be both!) 
While multiculturalism can allow for and indeed celebrate the 
merging of cultures so as to eliminate boundaries, one of its 
strongest claims (in the new global culture that is both hybrid and 
multicultural) is its insistence that each of us has a “culture” in a 
concrete ethnic or class sense, and that the products of these cul- 
tures can be displayed, sold, consumed, and exchanged across 
borders. More importantly, central to both models of multicul- 
turalism is that culture is the basis for our identities. Biological 
difference, the difference of the older and some of the present 
views of race is displaced onto a symbolic cultural level. But at the 
same moment, this cultural heritage is commodified and thus 
made available for all consumers. 

In such a world, how do writers who self-consciously see 
themselves as multicultural members of a clearly delineated group 
(ethnic, social, religious), or see themselves as inherently hybrid of 
such groups, imagine minorities such as Jews? Recently there has 
been an explosion of studies on this topic, contrasting African 
American images of Jews and Jewish American images of Blacks.’ 
And yet this multicultural theme seems to have its limits in em- 
phasizing the boundaries between the groups rather than the pos- 
sibility of hybridity (to be found, for example, in the intertwined 
history of jazz and klezmer in the United States). But is multicul- 
turalism an American problem? What groups count as multicul- 
tural? What happens when this project is extended beyond the 
Blacks-Jews paradigm and beyond the borders of the United 
States? What happens when other groups are brought into the 
discussion of multiculturalism? And what happens when it crosses 
national, even linguistic, boundaries? What happens when a writer 
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self-consciously representing her or his work as the voice of a mul- 
ticultural writer needs to define difference? The reception of these 
works is often very much in line with the self-definition of the au- 
thor. The specific subject position of the text is seen as part of the 
fiction itself. Each multicultural text takes as one of its themes the 
creation of a multicultural voice in the novels, whether it is that of 
the narrator or of the protagonist. It labels itself as functioning on 
the imagined frontier of the multicultural. 

In many of these multicultural texts, the figure of the Jew, de- 
fined within the world of the fiction, is a key to understanding the 
very nature of the multicultural society represented. This figure 
takes on different contours based on the existing stereotypes 
within each culture and each ethnic cohort. The core concepts 
that shape the image of the Jew are the age-old ones: the Jew as 
foreign and victim; the Jew as cosmopolitan and successful. How 
these concepts function in a multicultural context as expressed in 
the ancient fantasy about Jewish physical difference is the subject 
of the present question.* Are Jews inherently different? That is, 
can there be a difference beyond history and culture that is in- 
scribed on the body? The error embedded in this question is that 
it elides the fact that bodies themselves both in fantasy and in real- 
ity are historically constructed objects. Suffering and success shape 
the body as do hunger and affluence. The fantasy about the 
uniqueness of the Jew’s body, however, postulates that the differ- 
ence of the body reflects an essential difference in the mind or 
soul. What happens when such tropes are used, if only ironically, 
in contemporary multicultural literature? One can ask with Audre 
Lorde, can such texts dismantle the master’s house, anti-Semitism, 
with the master’s tools, irony? 

Each of the texts examined below uses the Jew as a litmus 
test to define a particular multicultural world in terms of the 
physicality of the Jew. They have a specific Western origin, hav- 
ing been first published in England, South Africa, the United 
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States, Germany, and Belgium. They also appeared at approxi- 
mately the same time, at the end of the second millennium. It 
was (and is) a moment in Western literary culture where the is- 
sues of multiculturalism have become a central concern (pro or 
contra) to the writer as well as to the literary world. It is as much 
a question of what is written as what is published now for a 
wider, even global audience. 

All of these texts provide a sense of how the Jews figure in the 
collective fantasies of other actually or potentially successful mi- 
norities. (This in marked contrast to the case of the African Amer- 
ican writers’ image of the Jews from the fiction of Richard Wright 
to Spike Lee’s 1990 Mo’ Better Blues. Such images assume a world 
in which African Americans remain marginalized and subjected to 
discrimination.) Multiculturalism is also a space where the con- 
trast been the haves and the have-nots is played out. The more 
you can claim the status of victim, the stronger your case for pri- 
macy in this world in which “all animals are equal, but some are 
more equal than others.” In the past decade, the Jews have been 
imagined as a successful minority. This perceived success came at 
exactly the time, as Peter Novick has noted, that the Shoah be- 
came the touchstone for all histories of persecution and genocide.° 
Jewish American writing has focused on the Shoah for the past 
forty years, ever since Bernard Malamud, Philip Roth, and Saul 
Bellow inscribed it on the American literary consciousness. The 
centrality of this topic in defining the Jew in literature has a liter- 
ary dimension beyond Jewish American writing. More than Anglo 
Jewish or German Jewish writing, Jewish American culture is an 
example of how a successful multicultural presence in a national 
literature can be established. From Saul Bellow to Steven Spiel- 
berg, the introduction of Jewish subject matter by self-consciously 
Jewish cultural figures has made the representation of the Jew part 
of the American mainstream of both high and mass culture. These 
multicultural texts of the late 1990s and early 2000s represent how 


~ “WE'RE NOT JEWS” = 173 


the image of the Jew functions in contemporary fantasies of a mul- 
ticultural society partially in light of the success and power of Jew- 
ish American writing, which by then had become mainstream 
American writing. 


READING JEWISH DIFFERENCE 


In the Anglo Pakistani novelist and screenwriter Hanef Kureishi’s 
short story “We’re Not Jews” (1997), the representation of the Jew 
within a multicultural context is given an exemplary formulation.® 
Kureishi, born in Kent, was raised in London and made his first 
mark as the author of the multicultural film My Beautiful Laun- 
derette in 1984. His story “We’re Not Jews,” retrospectively set in 
the 1960s, centers on a mixed marriage between an English woman 
and a Pakistani man, a laborer with pretensions of becoming a 
writer. Their son is torn between the two worlds of England and 
Pakistan. At the beginning of the story the woman has gone to 
school to complain about her son Azhar having been bullied by her 
neighbor’s son. Confronted by her ex-Teddy boy neighbor and his 
bully son on the bus, Azhar’s mother tries to ignore their taunts. 
Each character has constructed the other. England in the Teddy 
boy’s fantasy is the land of the white and the English; there is truly 
no Black in their Union Jack.’ Pakistan in the tale is defined by a 
new nationalism and its Muslim roots. Yvonne, Azhar’s mother, 
may be English but her class identity as marginal even to the work- 
ing class puts her at the lowest common denominator of what is 
English. Azhar’s father had lived in China and India but had never 
actually been to Pakistan. He is Pakistani only in the sense of be- 
longing to an Urdu-speaking, Muslim cultural diaspora. 

The child’s confusion becomes manifest when his mother 
teaches him to answer “Little Billy’s” bullying by denouncing him 
as “common.” Class is defined by etiquette. The Teddy boy’s re- 


sponse is “But we ain’t as common as a slut who marries a darkie” 
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(43). The extended family that she has married into is different 
but is still a full step above the most liminal figures in English so- 
ciety. “... Mother always denied that they were ‘like that.’ She 
refused to allow the word ‘immigrant’ to be used about Father, 
since in her eyes it applied only to illiterate tiny men with down- 
cast eyes and mismatched clothes” (45). Her choked response to 
being taunted: “Mother’s lips were moving but her throat must 
have been dry; no words came, until she managed to say, ‘We’re 
not Jews’” (45). Big Billy, the bully’s father answered: “You no 
Yid, Yvonne. You us. But worse. Goin’ with the Paki’” (45). Who 
is the “Yid” in Kureishi’s vocabulary of constructs? The “Yid” is 
even more pathetic than the victims of apartheid, as the father 
notes, “where people with white skins were cruel to the black and 
brown people who were considered inferior” (49). The Jews are 
the ultimate victims because they appear to be white but are really 
not. The Jew is the foreigner everywhere. Azhar had heard his fa- 
ther say “that there had been ‘gassing’ not long ago. Neighbour 
had slaughtered neighbour, and such evil hadn’t died. Father 
would poke his finger at his wife, son and baby daughter, and 
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state, ‘We’re in the front line’” (45). For his parents, the memory 
of the Shoah is written onto their own experience and they thus 
understand how easily they too could become the victims of racial 
persecutions. They have the potential of becoming “Yids.” The 
Shoah defines a difference that is not merely victimhood, but an 
odd sort of Orientalism, that casting of the exotic East as the 
place from which those who are inherently unassimilable come. 
What liminal characters share in the diaspora is their Oriental 
fate, that of victims. 

‘The marker for the difference is not only skin color but also 
language. Just as Big Billy mangles spoken English, so too does 
Azhar’s father, whose desire to become a writer is limited by his 
lack of a “sure grasp of the English language which was his, but 
not entirely, being ‘Bombay variety, mish and mash.’ Their neigh- 
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bour, a retired schoolteacher, was kind enough to correct Father’s 
spelling and grammar, suggesting that he sometimes used ‘the 
right words in the wrong place, and vice versa” (47). The story 
ends with the child listening to his father and his father’s family 
shouting in Urdu during a cricket match on the radio. “He en- 
deavoured to decipher the gist of it, laughing, as he always did, 
when the men laughed, and silently moving his lips without know- 
ing what the words meant, whirling, all the while, in incompre- 
hension” (50-1). Language confusion, exile, cosmopolitanism are 
all qualities of the image of the Jew in the world of Kureishi’s char- 
acters. [o identify with them, however, means accepting the po- 
tential of a cosmopolitanism that is tainted by the failure of 
language as a marker of belonging. 

Yet Kureishi’s image of the Jew’s language is tied closely to 
physicality. The Jews are “illiterate tiny men with downcast eyes 
and mismatched clothes” (45). This is a very English manner of 
seeing the Jews and therefore is ascribed to Azhar’s mother, whose 
prejudices are English even though (or because) she is married to a 
South Asian. The image she uses is analogous to one ironically 
employed by author Julian Barnes in a description of one of his 
protagonist’s Jewish friends: 


‘Toni far outclassed me in rootlessness. His parents were Polish 
Jews and, though we didn’t actually know it for certain, we were 
practically sure that they had escaped from the Warsaw ghetto 
at the very last minute. This gave Toni the flash foreign name of 
Barbarowski, two languages, three cultures, and a sense (he as- 
sured me) of atavistic wrench: in short, real class. He looked an 
exile, too: swarthy, bulbous-nosed, thick-lipped, disarmingly 
short, energetic and hairy; he even had to shave every day.® 


After the Shoah, the Jew’s physical state is a result, in the eyes of 
the character, of their history, but it is also written on their bodies. 
Kureishi’s operative concept of the immigrant is close to that of 
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the stranger, who is, to paraphrase the Berlin sociologist Georg 
Simmel, one who comes and then stays and stays and stays.? The 
Jewish immigrants to Great Britain who haunted the East End of 
London had set the pattern in the 1960s. But even more so, those 
immigrants who had escaped or survived the Holocaust marked 
for the British sensibility the outcast invited for a short time who 
becomes a permanent part of the society. Azhar, Kureishi’s narra- 
tor, needs to feel that he is English in spite of (or because of) the 
class system. While his parents are stuck in their world of differ- 
ence, he is not. He can become a real writer (like Kureishi himself) 
and move into an intellectual world of the 1990s in which the mul- 
ticultural is prized. He is not merely a “Yid” whose difference 
transcends all class difference. How true this remains can be seen 
in 2001. After race riots in the north of England during the spring 
of 2001, when South Asians and members of the white-only 
British National Party clashed, reporters were driven from a 
South Asian housing estate with shouts of “Jews,” followed by a 
“barrage of unprintable remarks about Jews.” In the end, all non- 
South Asians are Jews.!° 

The complexity of such a multicultural discourse about the 
Jews can be seen in another work published at more or less the 
same time as Kureishi’s short story. Achmat Dangor’s novella 
Kafka’s Curse is set in South Africa before the election of 1994." 
The theme, like that of Philip Roth’s The Human Stain (2000), is 
passing, specifically a “colored” man passing as “white” by becom- 
ing a “Jew.” It is a text rooted in the ideology of a specific multi- 
cultural diaspora, that of South Africa under apartheid where 
Dangor was born in 1948. He was a member of the Black cultural 
group Black Thoughts and banned for six years in the 1970s. He 
notes: “In addition to those inexplicable inner urges to tell stories, 
I was influenced by my upbringing in a staunch, if not dogmati- 
cally ‘fundamental’ Muslim environment. In addition to the con- 
ventional Western school, I attended ‘madressa’ (Islamic school) 
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each day.”'* One might add that the school was most probably full 
of the most intense anti-Jewish rhetoric given the fact that he at- 
tended it during the height of the Arab campaign against Israel, a 
campaign in which the full armament of anti-Jewish images were 
used. Dangor uses and undermines these images in his representa- 
tion of the Jew. 

Dangor’s novella is his literary fantasy of the meaning of mul- 
ticulturalism projected back into the world of apartheid. ‘The pro- 
tagonist of the tale, Omar Khan, changes his name to Oscar Kahn 
because he was able to pass as white: “I was fair, and why not, my 
grandmother was Dutch. This oppressive country had next-to- 
Nazis in government, yet had a place, a begrudged place but a 
place nevertheless, for Jews. Can you believe it? For that eternally 
persecuted race? Because they were white.” (23) In Kureishi’s 
world, Azhar’s mother does not regard the “Yid” as truly white. 
The Jews of South Africa however, became white only after the 
beginning of the twentieth century; before that they were labeled 
as “colored,” as they seem to be in Kureishi’s world. They became 
white because they became a successful minority and had the eco- 
nomic clout to demand being labeled “white.”1? 

In South Africa, as in Great Britain, there is a set of images 
of the Jew that shape Dangor’s representation. Kureishi repre- 
sents the “Yid” only from the perspective of the outsider, as the 
projection of all that is said about the South Asian. In Dangor’s 
world, the Jew is a trickster always cheating the non-Jew. He 
may, as quoted by Milton Shain writing about anti-Semitism in 
South Africa, “always be known to a farmer by the shape of his 
nose, the many rings on his fingers, and by the tongue being too 
large for his mouth.”!* This comment was made in an early 
twentieth-century article in the English Language Cape Punch, 
about the “Boereverneuker,” the Jew who cheats the Boer, him- 
self a stereotyped figure. The physiognomy reflects his charac- 
ter. Here Jew and Boer, cheat and victim, are seen as separate 
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from the Anglophone writers and readers who are, from their 
perspective, clearly superior to both in terms of their command 
of the language of power. The image of the Jew’s “tongue being 
too large for his mouth” is a trope found in European science of 
the day. Its reflection on the inability of the Jew to command the 
language of the culture—and still be able to cheat the Boer— 
takes on a specific local coloration as seen from the perspective 
of English speakers’ hegemonic claims on real culture. 

Jews are a race apart, like the Boers and, by extension, the 
Blacks. Even Jews who do not look Jewish, who look white, will 
eventually reveal their inner nature in their appearance. They look 
white for “as yet the stress of trade had not awakened the ancestral 
greed, which would one day dominate his blood and modify his 
physiognomy” (Shain 25). At that point the Jew becomes a “Peru- 
vian,” an odd, turn-of-the-twentieth-century term for a Jewish 
trader in South Africa. “Peruvian” perhaps because of his non- 
Western, nonwhite exoticism that puts the Jew on the very mar- 
gins of the known world. And the Peruvian, the Jew who “looked 
worth no more than the clothes in which he stood,” was “still mut- 
tering in Yiddish” (Shain 51). Language marks the difference of 
the Jew from the Boer and the Anglo. Here is the reflection of 
Kureishi’s image, now placed in a society in which multicultural- 
ism ignores the colored inhabitants and focuses only on the nu- 
ances of what can be defined as white. 

And yet, there is the constant anxiety about Jewish superiority 
in South Africa, given the history of the country’s gold fields and 
diamond mining. Here, the myth of Jewish hyperintelligence that 
haunts the medical and psychological literature of the nineteenth 
century takes on its South African specificity. The Jew wins over 
the non-Jew “due to his shrewdness and wit” (Shain 73); this is 
playwright Stephen Black’s phrase in the context of a fin-de-siécle 
representation of the Jew as a successful entrepreneur. Given the 
central role of the mercantile system in defining success among 
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the British in South Africa, the questionable position of the mer- 
chant is projected onto the Jews, who are shown to have no class 
but to be shrewd and therefore successful. True success, it is im- 
plied, comes with having both culture (language) and money—and 
Jewish characters can never have this. 

‘The Jews may appear to acculturate themselves but the accul- 
turation is only superficial. They are malleable when conditions 
permit them to be. They then appear to “merge into the political 
life of the country, without abandoning their own racial loyalty” 
(Shain 70). Even when they put on the mask of culture, they re- 
main racially Jews and are therefore different under the clothes 
they wear or the language they seem to acquire. Put them to the 
test—such as the litmus test of war—and they will reveal them- 
selves as merely Jews in all of their racial identity. 

The very term “Jews” has a South African dimension evoked 
only in passing by Dangor. For while there are some Sephardic 
Jews and some Central European Jews in this story, South Africa 
evinces a uniformity of the term “Jew” in its social history that 
parallels the cohesive representation of the Jew in Afrikaans and 
Anglophone non-Jewish culture of South Africa. For the greatest 
majority of Jews who came to South Africa were Lithuanian Jews 
(Litvaks) whose language was Yiddish. The language politics of 
South Africa during the early twentieth century presented the two 
dominant languages of power—Afrikaans and English. No other 
language would be acceptable, and what these two languages had 
in common was their alphabet. 

In the Cape Colony in 1902 an Immigration Restriction Act 
was passed in order to limit the settlement of people from the In- 
dian subcontinent. Only Europeans, defined by the alphabet of the 
language they spoke, were to be given the privilege of immigration 
to South Africa. Yiddish, needless to say, was not accepted as a Eu- 
ropean language. Since only languages written in the same alphabet 
as Afrikaans and English were “white,” Hebrew became “colored.” 
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The “Hebrews” entered into the world of Southern Africa with its 
overwhelming Black population not as members of the privileged, 
hegemonic white race, but as a marginal colored race. This view was 
of course very much in line with late nineteenth-century racial the- 
ory in Europe. Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Wagner’s son-in-law 
and the most widely read popular racial theorist of the day in all of 
Europe, argued that the Jews were a mongrel race for having mixed 
with Blacks in their Alexandrian exile, and this fact could be read in 
their physiognomy. 

‘The urban environment gave the Jews both visibility and pro- 
tection. Falling on the wrong side of the color bar during the colo- 
nial period (which eventually led to the institution of apartheid) 
could have been fatal for Jewish cultural and political aspirations. 
There would have been no hiding in the protective environs of the 
city. Thus, Jews lobbied against the categorization of the Cape im- 
migration bill and had Yiddish reclassified as a European language. 
Yet, Cape censuses continued to differentiate between “Euro- 
peans” and “Hebrews.” 

In Dangor’s, Kafka’s Curse, his protagonist, Oscar Kahn, defines 
his whiteness by moving into a white neighborhood. He had left the 
Indian township of Lenasia and moved to a Johannesburg suburb, 
passed as a Jew, and married Anna Wallace, who was of impeccable 
British ancestry. He suffers from their anti-Semitism. “Anna’s 
mother hated me. I think she suspected even my Jewishness. Preju- 
dice has unerring instincts” (32). For Anna’s friends, he is a sexual 
object but not a potential husband because of his visible difference: 
Oscar is “all brown bread and honey! Good enough for bed .. . but 
to marry?” (11). Marriage and reproduction and the difficulty of 
passing are at the heart of this tale. Her friends know that he is dif- 
ferent: “Are you Indian?” . . ."No, the Kahn here is a good old Jew- 
ish name” (31). Nomen est omen, but how does one become Jewish? 

Oscar is eventually employed by a Jewish architect, Meyer 
Lewis, who trains him and slowly makes him over into a image of 
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himself: “In my dreams I often slit Meyer’s bulbous throat and 
danced with naked feet in the pools of his hot blood. . . . I began to 
hate his hybrid South African Yiddisher tongue, his sharp con- 
temptuous eyes.... Meyer was short and stocky” (24-25). Lan- 
guage and physicality define the real Jew in the tale. Meyer, like 
Oscar, is a successful Jew, yet he is still marked by his linguistic 
and physical difference. He is a successful version of Kureishi’s “il- 
literate tiny men with downcast eyes and mismatched clothes.” 
When Oscar buys a house in a white-only suburb, it is a house 
marked in an odd way by his Jewishness. When he courted Anna, 
she would watch him masturbate: “[Anna] was not surprised that I 
was circumcised; a Jewish custom after all” (31). Muslim men, like 
Jewish men, are physically different. This difference becomes the 
stain that mars the image of Oscar’s house in the white suburb. It 
is a 90-year-old house. Oscar insists that it cannot be altered in 
any way. It has an odd configuration. When you approach it, you 
are faced with: “a strange fountain that stood in the centre of the 
path leading to the front door, forcing people to confront the sor- 
rowful sight of a castrated David, his drooping stone penis broken 
at the tip like a child’s pee-pee. It was an integral part of the bouse’s 
nature, Oscar said” (11). The fountain of the “young boyish David 
had water piped up through his foot and out his penis. The piping 
was made of metal and it rusted. Over time the rust coloured the 
water until he appeared to be peeing blood” (37). The ancient fan- 
tasy of male Jews bleeding regularly had been the origin of the 
idea of Jewish ritual murder from early modern times to the pres- 
ent. Jewish men were believed to need Christian blood to heal 
their bloody discharge. This view persisted into the late nine- 
teenth century.) It was raised again at the turn of the century in a 
powerfully written pamphlet by a professor of Hebrew at the Uni- 
versity in St. Petersburg, D. Chwolson, as one of the rationales 
used to justify the blood libel. Chwolson notes that it was used to 
“cure the diseases believed to be specifically those of the Jews,” 
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such as male menstruation.’ The house that Oscar occupies is a 
Jewish house with its bleeding David. While Oscar is circumcised, 
as a Muslim he is not condemned to bleed. 

The earlier inhabitant of the house, a little boy called Simon, 
was embarrassed by the blood-peeing David; he took a garden 
spade and “lopped David’s penis off’ (38). Again, in the Western 
image of the Jewish body, circumcision is a form of real or attenu- 
ated castration.'’ The power of the image of Jewish circumcision 
in the West is such that it actually elides any reference to the prac- 
tice by other peoples, such as the Muslims. When Oscar buys the 
house, one of his first tasks is to repair the statue and have it work- 
ing again. It begins to pee blood again. Oscar believes that he 
probably tore the new plastic tube when he inserted it. His daugh- 
ters read it differently: “The girls blushed. The elder one said that 
David was peeing monthlies” (38). Dangor makes an association 
between the Jewish body, here clearly not a white body but a suc- 
cessful body nevertheless, and the mythmaking inherent in West- 
ern society about Jewish physical difference. It was just as present 
in the legends of Jewish difference in South Africa a hundred years 
before as it was in the Muslim propaganda concerning the Jews in 
the 1970s and 1980s. 

After Oscar dies, his children discover that his mistress, Eliza- 
beth Marsden, is a sculptress “with a gift for pissing Davids. Young 
erotic Davids. Fashioned in our father’s image” (115). Oscar has 
become Jewish even though it is this mistress who knows Oscar’s 
secret. His mistress “was the only one who really saw that Oscar 
was not Oscar, smelled his bastard genes, the oily stench of his 
‘coolie’ ancestry” (112). In becoming a Jew, he also becomes one 
whose success marks him as only superficially white. Oscar’s thera- 
pist, Amina Mandelstam, notes that “the name he took—Oscar— 
defined his personality” (47). It made him into a Jew and defined 
his body. Amina’s husband is also physically marked by his Jewish- 
ness: “The cripple Jew was being questioned [about Oscar's 
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death]. But there was no photo of him. I wonder what a cripple 
Jew looks like?” asks one of Oscar’s relatives (103). The Jew is de- 
fined by his crippled (circumcised) body, but it is also simultane- 
ously the body of the Muslim man. 

Hybridity is the centerpiece of this magic realist tale in which 
the protagonist eventually develops symptoms of an unknown dis- 
ease, Kafka’s curse, that transforms him virtually into a tree, 
breathing carbon dioxide and expelling oxygen. As with Kafka, as I 
have argued elsewhere, it is the fantasy of Jewish physical differ- 
ence that defines the Jew, no matter whether he is Jewish or not.!® 
Like Coleman Silk, the protagonist of Roth’s The Human Stain, 
Oscar becomes a Jew and therefore adopts all of the perceived 
physical differences of the Jew, giving proof to Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
claim that societies makes their own Jews through the discourse of 
anti-Semitism. The society here, that of apartheid South Africa, 
roots its image of the Jew in the discourse of a false cosmopoli- 
tanism that is merely the world of the Oriental, here again defined 
as the Eastern Jew, the Litvak, in a Western society. Dangor’s 
image of apartheid South Africa evokes the world of Nazi Ger- 
many with all the anxiety about passing. Writing from a 
postapartheid perspective, Dangor can present the image of the 
Jew into which his protagonist has transformed himself in the 
most ironic manner. It is also clear that this transformation, like 
that of Gregor Samsa, is a failure because of its very necessity. 

The multicultural view labels the Jews as the ultimate victims 
because of their experience in the Shoah. And this is tied to their 
difference. Jewish difference is the inability to integrate into a so- 
ciety, to be able to claim true command over language, culture, 
and physical difference. Sadly, whether through ironic recapitula- 
tion or simple repetition, these images are the images that existed 
prior to the Shoah in Western culture. In Kureishi’s world, the 
Jewish experience is the litmus test for essential difference. In 
Dangor’s world, it is the key to a form of belonging. For Zadie 
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Smith, it becomes something quite different and still much the 
same. Her brilliant first novel, White Teeth (2000), is perhaps the 
most complicated comic novel yet written on the multicultural 
frontier.!? Born in northwest London in 1975, she is herself a 
product of multicultural London. She was born into a mixed-race 
family—her mother is from Jamaica and her father is English— 
and is a graduate of Cambridge University in English. Her first 
novel has been spectacularly successful, winning such awards as 
Best Book and Best Female Newcomer at the BT Emma Awards 
(Ethnic and Multicultural Media Awards), the Guardian First 
Book Award, the Whitbread Prize for a first novel in 2000, the 
James ‘Tait Black Memorial Prize for Fiction 2000, the W. H. 
Smith Book Award for New ‘Talent, the Frankfurt eBook Award 
for Best Fiction Work Originally Published in 2000, and both the 
Commonwealth Writers First Book Award and Overall Common- 
wealth Writers Prize. The operative question that Smith asks in 
her satire of late twentieth-century England is how can one define 
“Englishness,” and this is much the same theme as that of 
Kureishi. How can one be different without being a victim? And 
can that difference be a positive rather than a negative quality? 

Smith’s novel presents a multigenerational account of the de- 
velopment of Englishness. It begins with the older generation, 
Archie Jones, who is a working-class Englishman married to a 
Black immigrant from Jamaica, and his friend Samad Iqbal, a 
Muslim from Bangladesh. They had been friends since they both 
served in the same tank with the British army in Romania in 
World War I. The twin sons of Samad (Magid and Millat) and 
Archie’s daughter (Irie), who were all born in England, represent 
the second generation. All are foreigners there because of their 
visibility and in spite of their seeming hybridity: 


This has been the century of strangers, brown, yellow, and 
white. This has been the century of the great immigrant exper- 
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iment. It is only this late in the day that you can walk into a 
playground and find Isaac Leung by the fish pond, Danny Rah- 
man in the football cage, Quang O’Rourke bouncing a basket- 
ball, and Irie Jones humming a tune. Children with first and 
last names on a direct collision course. Names that secrete 
within them mass exodus, cramped boats and planes, cold ar- 
rivals, medical checkups. It is only this late in the day, and pos- 
sibly only in Willesden, that you can find best friends Sita and 
Sharon, constantly mistaken for each other because Sita is 
white (her mother liked the name) and Sharon is Pakistani (her 
mother thought it best—less trouble). Yet, despite all the mix- 
ing up, despite the fact that we have finally slipped into each 
other’s lives with reasonable comfort (like a man returning to 
his lover’s bed after a midnight walk), despite all this, it is still 
hard to admit that there is no one more English than the In- 
dian, no one more Indian than the English. There are still 
young white men who are angry about that; who will roll out at 
closing time into the poorly lit streets with a kitchen knife 


wrapped in a tight fist.?° 


The new world of England is a world of hybrids, reflected in their 
very names, but it is also a world still dominated by class. For, as 
we shall see, even those labeled as middle class, the Jews, do not 
really belong to the true corridors of power in this world. 

‘The economically successful hybrids are not Archie Jones and 
Samad Iqbal but the Chalfens, upper middle class, liberal, and the 
very definition of English. “Marcus and Joyce, [are] an aging hip- 
pie couple both dressed in pseudo-Indian garb” who are very out- 
spoken at the meeting of parents in the school attended by all of 
the children (110). They are successful: “the father is something of 
an eminent scientist and his mother is a horticulturist” (252). 
‘They are the most English people we meet to this point in the 
novel. Their Englishness is defined by their class status as well as 
by their hippie clothing. 
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We are very slowly introduced to their son Joshua Chalfen. At 
first sight he is “pasty, practically anemic, curly-haired, and 
chubby” (226). He is very white. But he is also revealed to be 
“Josh-with-the-Jewfro” (247). He is a Jew if only by the very defi- 
nition of his body. He too is a hybrid: “a cross pollination between 
a lapsed-Catholic horticulturist and an intellectual Jew” (258). 
Being Jewish is being a misfit. Joshua is a “smart Jew,” an outsider, 
who immediately identifies Irie as “one of his own” (247). His 
“own” is a collection of physical misfits with whom the very bright 
but very tall Irie seems to belong. She is more or less adopted into 
the Chalfen clan as a sign of their social commitment to racial 
equality. Liberal, English, and yet visibly different, Joshua and his 
parents are the cosmopolitan insider as outsider. 

Ironically, the Chalfens interact only with those who have 
“good genes.” And that is, by definition, the Chalfen family, “two 
scientists, one mathematician, three psychiatrists, and a young 
man working for the Labour Party.” Success becomes the measure 
by which intelligence is judged. They rarely visit Joshua’s maternal 
grandparents, the Connor clan, “who even now could not disguise 
their distaste for Joyce’s Israelite love-match.” Other than Irie, 
they have no friends (261). The Chalfens are not only hybrids, 
they are also strangers and sojourners, no matter how they deny it: 
“the Chalfens were, after a fashion, immigrants too (third genera- 
tion, by way of Germany and Poland, né Chalfenovsky).... To 
Irie, the Chalfens were more English than the English” (273). 
They are, of course, merely disguised Orientals, Eastern Jews who 
appear to fit into this new English world better than most of the 
other hybrids. From the very moment of civil emancipation in the 
eighteenth century, Jews are seen as having a natural mimicry as 
part of their difference. They can transform themselves into any 
nation or people. By doing this, they prove that they remain Jews. 

Jewish difference is understood as a physical difference. As 
Joyce notes about her husband’s appearance: “that’s Dr. Solomon 
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Chalfen, Marcus’s grandfather. He was one of the few men who 
would listen to Freud. ... The first time Marcus showed me that 
picture, I knew I wanted to marry him. I thought: if my Marcus 
looks like that at eighty I'll be a very lucky girl” (293). Physical dif- 
ference trumps everything else. It is seen as palpable, even if it is 
defined as beautiful. Joshua is the product of the assimilation of his 
father into the England represented by the Irish clan of the Con- 
nors. Once you become English, you forfeit any right to be any- 
thing else but different: 


These days it feels to me like you make a devil’s pact when you 
walk into this country. You hand over your passport at the 
check-in, you get stamped, you want to make a little money, get 
yourself started . . . but you mean to go back! Who would want 
to stay? Cold, wet, miserable; terrible food, dreadful newspa- 
pers—who would want to stay? In a place where you are never 
welcomed, only tolerated. Just tolerated. Like you are an ani- 
mal finally housebroken. Who would want to stay? But you 
have made a devil’s pact... it drags you in and suddenly you 
are unsuitable to return, your children are unrecognizable, you 


belong nowhere. (336) 


They have become what Georg Simmel called sojourners, who 
cannot belong and who cannot return. Joshua is one of these so- 
journer children who remain different as his origin is in history, 
not in geography. His father has no nostalgia for Poland or Ger- 
many. He is English, but only from his own perspective and that of 
the other multicultural figures. 

It is twentieth-century Jewish history, specifically the Shoah, 
that dominates the novel, not the history of Jamaica, nor the his- 
tory of South Asia: “Because this is the other thing about immi- 
grants (fugees, emigres, travelers): they cannot escape their history 
any more than you yourself can lose your shadow” (385). The plot, 
much too convoluted and funny to recapitulate, reveals that the 
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mad Nazi doctor that Archie Jones and Samad Iqbal were to have 
captured in Romania, but whom Archie lets escape, is the master- 
mind behind Marcus Chalfen’s plan to manufacture “Future- 
Mouse,” a genetically engineered mouse that will live forever. 
Joshua is seduced into sabotaging the experiment and releasing 
the mouse by the Keepers of the Eternal and Victorious Islamic 
Nation, an organization plagued by its “acronym problem”’— 
KEVIN is hardly an alternative to British blandness. ‘The line be- 
tween the medical experiments at Auschwitz and the attempt to 
create a perfect human being today is shown to be clear. Marcus 
turns out to be the natural ally of the Nazi because of his emphasis 
on genetic inheritance and rationality. His actions can only be re- 
deemed by his son, who is misled by sexual desire into opposing 
his father. At the conclusion of the novel, almost as an after- 
thought, Zadie Smith has Irie and Joshua marry, for “you can only 
avoid your fate for so long” (448). Yet Irie’s daughter is the off- 
spring of one of Samad’s twins. In this play of multiculturalism, it 
seems that the family that most relied on genetics for its identity, 
the Chalfens, will remain without offspring. It is the old model 
that the hybrid is sterile. The utopian end to the novel sees the 
FutureMouse scampering away, proving that random hybridity is 
better than scientific planning—but also showing that visibility is 
the key to defining difference. 

The history of the Jews and the medical and eugenic experi- 
ments of the Third Reich frame the very definition of difference 
in Smith’s novel. The common history of Archie and Samad is 
their experience fighting fascism. The history of the struggle 
against the Nazis becomes background for the contemporary 
struggle against homogeneity. The Jews, the victims of the Nazis, 
become their (unwitting) accomplices at the end of the millen- 
nium. Joshua’s rebellion against the scientific ideals that his father 
represented is his means of putting himself, no matter how misun- 
derstood, on the right side of the issue. Yet he remains suspended 
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between all of the groups, not smarter, not more cosmopolitan, 
not different from them. The transparency of his character shows 
that he exists more than most other characters in the light of a his- 
tory, merely an Eastern European Jew not quite aware of his own 
limitation even though it is literally inscribed on his body. 

Astoundingly, Zadie Smith returns to the question of a Jewish 
hybridity in her most recent novel, The Autograph Man (2002).?! 
Its protagonist is Alex-Li Tandem, half-Chinese, half-Jewish. His 
father’s name was ‘Ian but “someone thought “Iandem’ sounded 
better... . Mother, Sarah...” (65). The protagonist is literally in 
tandem, being both Chinese and Jewish, and yet more than either 
of these. His body is that of the Jew who “has grown and filled; 
he’s now soft-bellied, woman-hipped, and sallow. His new glasses 
magnify the crescents of his eyes—does he look more Chinese?” 
(4). The protagonist is introduced as part of a triplet of Jews, 
which also includes his friend Mark Rubinfine, whose accountant 
father wants him to become a rabbi (and he does), and Adam Ja- 
cobs, of a family of “black Harlem Jews, claiming the tribe of 
Judah. Dressed like Ethiopian kings!” (11). Here the book of these 
multicultural Jews is interchangeable with the Jewish mystical text, 
the Kabbalah, and seems to structure the novel; being Jewish 
frames and shapes this story of multiculturalism. 

Also giving context, the story contrasts the introduction of the 
main characters with a page of extracts from the Jewish-American 
comedian Lenny Bruce listing what is Jewish and what is not: 
“Dig: I’m Jewish. Count Basie’s Jewish. Ray Charles is Jewish. 
Eddie Cantor’s goyish. B’nai B’rith is goyish; Hadassah, 
Jewish. ...” What is cool and what is in, is Jewish, such as the 
Kabbalah that reappears through the novel, framing each sub- 
section and each change in plot. Smith uses Jewish mysticism to 
structure the world of her novel, but it is the pop Jewish mysticism 
of the 1990s, watered down to become a universal experience sep- 
arate from its Jewish religious context. It is the Kabbalah of 
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Madonna and of Hollywood. Being Jewish itself is being hybrid— 
being “in.” Thus, it is Esther, Adam’s “Ethiopian” sister, who be- 
comes Alex-Li Tandem’s lover. As in her earlier novel, the Jewish 
experience—here made ironic and universal—is the human expe- 
rience. Here, too, one of the oldest canards appears as part of the 
plot line consistent with the Jewish nature of the novel in that 
Alex-Ti’s profession is an autograph collector and seller. His pas- 
sion has been for the mysterious, Garbo-esque Kitty Alexander, a 
“Russian-Italian-American” (180). Alex-Ti discovers her in New 
York and spirits her away to London, where he reads her obituary 
in the American media. (It has been planted by her jilted man- 
ager.) Based on the announcement of her death and the rarity of 
her signature, Alex-Ti, is able to sell a number of her autographs 
at auction, knowing full well that his actions are criminal. But 
white-collar crime, too, is part of the image of the Jew in this 
world. It is, to paraphrase Lenny Bruce, “Jewish.” Likewise, Zadie 
Smith’s world of Kabbalah and the Jews is central to the formula- 
tion of the story, as are her representation of the Jews that echo 
many of the Jewish stereotypes acceptable in the world of multi- 
cultural fiction. 

‘The Shoah forms the background of Zafer Senocak’s novel 
Dangerous Relations (Gefiibrliche Verwandtschaft; 1998).”? For Seno- 
cak, the theme of the Jew as the Oriental or Eastern Jew and as the 
hybrid, which is evoked in Zadie Smith’s novel, is part of a theme 
of Turkish acculturation into contemporary German culture. (It 
has an analogy in The Story of the Last Thought [Das Marchen von 
letzten Gedanken; 1991] by the Jewish survivor-author Edgar 
Hilsenrath. This account of the Armenian massacres ends in 
Auschwitz because the Armenian protagonist, a survivor of the 
massacres as an infant, looks too Jewish as an adult.) Senocak pro- 
vides the reader with a novel about Germany after the Shoah that 
is also an account of the tribulations of modern Turks in that Ger- 
many. Senocak, born in Ankara in 1961, has lived in Germany 
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since he was nine years old. He writes in German from a self- 
consciously and ironically multicultural perspective. 

Senocak’s novel recounts the adventures of Sascha Mucht- 
eschem, the son of a German Jewish mother and a Turkish mid- 
dle-class father. After the death of his parents, he inherits a box 
with the notebooks of his Turkish grandfather, which he cannot 
read as they are written in Arabic and Cyrillic script. These un- 
readable texts start him on the search for his roots just as he be- 
gins to write his first novel. Central to this novel are both of his 
grandfathers, the German Jewish Orientalist and the Turkish 
adventurer. 

Senocak represents a hybrid author in his own novel who is in 
his own estimation therefore the exemplary cosmopolitan Ger- 
man: “I don’t have an identity. People in my world have more and 
more problems with this. It is as if the fall of The Wall, the col- 
lapse of the old order, did not only have a liberating function. 
Without The Wall one no longer feels oneself protected. Identity 
is a substitute concept for being protected” (47). He is, however, 
seen in the Berlin Republic as a Turkish writer. “Are you a for- 
eigner? I am asked when I spell my name. Earlier I spelled it with- 
out being asked. Indeed, according to the passport I am German” 
(128). He is seen as Turkish, nevertheless: “Do you write in Turk- 
ish? I offer many contradictory answers to this question if only to 
confuse those who are already confused. Who could know that I 
hardly speak a word of Turkish . . . ? Colleagues of mine, who are 
more evidently foreigners than I, who are dark skinned or speak 
German with an accent, seem to have little problem with their re- 
ception as Foreign Writers” (130). Thus, it is visibility (skin color) 
and language that define difference. He is seen as different and the 
assumption is that his language must also be different. He, how- 
ever, does not see himself as appearing different because of his 
Jewish background. For him, but not for the Germans, this ap- 
pears white.”? 
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Sascha Muchteschem is very dismissive of Germanness. “Am I 
a German? This question never interested me. It seems to interest 
no one. The question about a German identity was an old- 
fashioned question, a theme heavy with clichés and stereotypes, a 
type of heretical question, that any intelligent person would dis- 
miss with a gesture that indicated that it was unimportant” (127). 
Yet, of course, the history of the German Jews who saw themselves 
as Germans haunts his own family: “In the family of my mother 
there were no survivors. One didn’t speak about this. My mother 
crossly answered the questions that I asked about the photos I 
found in the drawers in the library. She took the photos away and, 
as I later learned, called aunts and cousins merely strangers or 
friends of grandfather” (59). This vanished family wanted to be 
German, which did not mean that they wanted to become Christ- 
ian. “My grandfather was one of those German Jews for whom Ju- 
daism was nothing more than the belief of their fathers. My 
maternal family felt itself for generations indebted to the Enlight- 
enment.... It would have never occurred to him to convert to 
Christianity, because this religion was just as passé as Judaism” 
(57). Could one be a German who just happened to be a Jew, just 
as the narrator desires to be a German with Turkish and Jewish 
ancestry? The historical answer is clearly “no.” 

Certainly, the narrator sees his Jewish grandfather as a Ger- 
man. He reads his way through the library that his grandfather had 
built up in the 1920s and that survived the Nazis. It is filled with 
authors such as Thomas Mann (59). He shares the cultural preju- 
dices of the Germans toward other peoples, especially the Turks. 
His mother accepted his father, who was upper middle class and 
well educated, only after a five-year courtship: “The arrogance and 
disdain for the poor and primitive Turks that the German Jews ex- 
pressed was a sign of their assimilation. . .. Many Orientalists were 
German Jews. ‘They attributed to the Orient eternal tyranny, fatal- 
ism, immutability, and difference. Who would have thought that 
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their grandchildren would become Orientals like their ancestors” 
(92). The irony is double-edged. For the Orientals (i.e., the Turks) 
are simultaneously becoming Germans as the Jews are becoming 
Israelis—and they are becoming Israelis because the project of 
their becoming Germans failed horribly. 

Belonging to the German cultural sphere is not sufficient to 
define Germanness. There is the double problem, as Gershom Sc- 
holem noted: the Jews never really belonged in the eyes of the 
Germans but the Jews fantasized that they were included. Will the 
‘Turks simply replicate this error? “One day a woman said to me, 
who lived in a very elegant and very well kept house in Dahlem, 
that today’s Turks are much worse than the Jews of the past. The 
Jews would have masked themselves in Germanness. They acted 
as if they were Germans. One didn’t believe them. But that was 
their problem” (66). The mask is central to the German Jews in 
Senocak’s image of history. It is a mask as seen by the Germans, 
but it was the only face that the German Jews, such as the narra- 
tor’s grandfather, actually had. 

‘To understand the distinction between appearance and reality 
of Jew and Turk is the key to the novel. The narrator enters into 
an exchange with his friend Heinrich, who is an expert on nine- 
teenth-century German Jewish history, as to what defines a human 
being: 


“The body is the only home that a human being has,” Heinrich 


claimed categorically. 
I contradicted him. “Language is essentially more impor- 


tant. Only in language can you be at home.” 
“Language alienates man from himself.” He argued, “Man 
is a being without name.” (82) 


For Senocak, it is in the body that the essence of Jewishness lies 
for the Germans; language, the utopian space of the writer, is sec- 
ondary. (Remember author Stefan Zweig’s claim, shortly before 
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his suicide in Brazilian exile, that language is the only home of the 
writer.) The body betrays even as it changes: 


Many generations of German Jews have concerned themselves 
with the question, when and how a Jew can overcome his Jew- 
ishness in order to become a total German. Lightening the skin 
and the hair, Germanizing language and belief did not free the 
Jews from the Jewish illness that they brought from Germany. 
The Jews took over these tortuous questions from the German 
society in order to belong to that society. They made them more 
sophisticated and asked them again. And they became the same 
questions in return. And so on. This reciprocal process contin- 
ued until the question was reformulated in: “When will Ger- 
many be free of its Jews.” (89) 


Historically this is quite accurate, if teleological, in that nine- 
teenth-century anti-Semitism led directly to the Shoah. By the lat- 
ter half of the nineteenth century, Western European Jews had 
become indistinguishable from other Western Europeans in mat- 
ters of language, dress, occupation, location of their dwellings, and 
the cut of their hair. Indeed, if Rudolf Virchow’s extensive study of 
over 10,000 German schoolchildren published in 1886 was accu- 
rate, they were also indistinguishable in terms of skin, hair, and 
eye color from the greater masses of those who lived in Germany. 
Virchow’s statistics sought to show that wherever a greater per- 
centage of the overall population had lighter skin or bluer eyes or 
blonder hair, a greater percentage of Jews also had lighter skin or 
bluer eyes or blonder hair.** Although Virchow attempted to pro- 
vide a rationale for the sense of Jewish acculturation, he still as- 
sumed that Jews were a separate and distinct racial category. 
George Mosse has commented that “the separateness of Jewish 
schoolchildren, approved by Virchow, says something about the 
course of Jewish emancipation in Germany. However rationalized, 


the survey must have made Jewish schoolchildren conscious of 
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their minority status and their supposedly different origins.””° 


Nonetheless, even though they were labeled as different, Jews 
came to parallel the scale of types found elsewhere in European 
society. They became German in their very bodies, but these bod- 
ies were distrusted by the culture in which they found themselves. 

At the close of the twentieth century, it is the turn of the 
Turks. Can Turks, even hybrids like the narrator, really become 
Germans? According to Senocak’s Heinrich, “Che Germans have 
learned nothing from history . . . now they have brought the Turks 
here. And they never came to terms even with the Jews” (82). 
Physical assimilation through surgery or intermarriage seems to 
be no prophylaxis in Senocak’s world. Hybridity, such as that of 
the protagonist, means only that one is exposed to a double risk. 
One is in the end an Oriental, no matter what one’s identity or 
language. Being hybrid only reinforces this. The protagonist de- 
sires not to be cosmopolitan, just simply German. This is denied 
to him by his Turkish identity; and, in his own estimation, his Jew- 
ish ancestry reinforces this. 

Of all the self-consciously multicultural writers in Germany, 
Thomas Meinecke is perhaps the most explicit in terms of the 
function that he sees the figure of the Jew playing in the modern, 
multicultural world. For Meinecke, the Jew must be part of the 
multicultural mix. Born in 1955 in Hamburg and now living in a 
small town in Bavaria, Meinecke is the author of a series of novels 
that employ the notion of the hybrid as the ideal for the contem- 
porary world. His first novel, the winner of the Heimito-von-Do- 
derer prize for young novelists in 1997, was The Church of fohn F: 
Kennedy (1996), which chronicles a young German’s car trip from 
New Orleans to Amish country. What is striking about this first 
novel, a novel of travel and education in the older model of Lau- 
rence Sterne and Jean-Paul Sartre, is its extraordinary humor in 
dealing with the complex hybridity of American society. Meinecke 
places his protagonist into this mix by stressing the often forgotten 
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role of the Germans in the American mix. He highlights this sup- 
pressed role by quoting throughout the novel passages from let- 
ters and diaries of nineteenth- and twentieth-century German 
emigrants to America. These authentic texts comment, like snap- 
shots, on the world that the protagonist (and the author) visits at 
the end of the twentieth century. Jews figure throughout this novel 
as part of the mix that defines America. 

In his novel Tomboy (1998), Meinecke addresses the question 
of the slipperiness of gender designations. (He had begun this al- 
ready in his long novella Wood [Holz] of 1988 in which a Jewish bi- 
sexual figure is introduced as one of the central characters.) The 
question of what makes a man a man centers on the definition of 
the Jew provided by American professor of Talmud Daniel Bo- 
yarin, whose work concerns masculinity and Jewish identity. In ad- 
dition, Meinecke uses Judith Butler, Boyarin’s colleague at the 
University of California at Berkeley, as one of his pivotal figures. 
Lesbian, Jewish, and a strong advocate of the notion that all gen- 
der is performative, Butler serves as the key to the novel’s concern 
with the construction of gender identity.”6 Rarely has multicul- 
tural theory been appropriated in such a direct way in modern fic- 
tion. Again it is the Jew that serves as the fulcrum for Meinecke’s 
observations about the flexibility of gender. 

Meinecke’s most recent novel, Bright Blue (Hellblau) (2001) 
does much the same thing with ideas of ethnicity and multicultur- 
alism as Tomboy undertook with gender. Also set in America, the 
novel deals with the question of how ethnicity and race is defined. 
His initial question relates to Mariah Carey, the pop singer: Is she 
white or Black? She has a Black father and a white mother but 
what is she actually? Society sees her as Black and yet she is a hy- 
brid. In Meinecke’s fiction, the question of race eventually focuses 
on the Jews; Boyarin and the protagonist in this novel serve as 
touchstones for this question. The Jewish body appears to define 
difference as much as does the Black body of Mariah Carey. 
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What happens in a world defined by hybridity, in which all 
groups intermix with each other and yet maintain some sense of 
difference, to those groups that hold themselves apart? Meinecke 
picks up on the debate, outlined in an earlier chapter of this book, 
about the genetic illnesses of the Jews. His protagonist and friends 
ruminate about the idiosyncrasies of the Orthodox Jews of Bor- 
ough Park, in Brooklyn. One relates that researchers at Johns 
Hopkins University had discovered the breast cancer gene, the re- 
sult of “century old religious rules.” What happens to such self- 
isolating groups, the character notes, is that their very isolation 
increases their risk of disease and eventual extinction. Jews, or 
even those bearing a Jewish name, come to bear the stigma of 
these illnesses. Indeed, in 1998, the Satmar Rabbi Joseph Eckstein 
ordered the dissolution of more than 200 marriages because both 
partners carried the gene for the same genetically transmitted dis- 
ease. “The majority of these,” the character says, “would not have 
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originally voluntarily married one another.”’” Arranged marriages 
within the group “cause” genetic illness and thus those who most 
want to avoid the “healthy” mixing of a hybrid culture are con- 
demned to eventually vanish. 

Certainly the most striking recent literary representation of 
the anxiety about identification with the Jews in an American con- 
text (beyond African American literature) is to be found in Gish 
Jen’s novel Mona in the Promised Land (1996).?° Jen ironically com- 
ments on the Chinese American construction of the acculturation 
of Jews and Asians. Set in suburban Scarsdale in 1968, the novel 
chronicles the adolescence of a Chinese American woman whose 
family moves into a Jewish neighborhood in its quest for upward 
social mobility. Their neighbors are “rich and Jewish”: “they’re 
the New Jews, after all, a model minority and Great American 
Success. They know they belong in the promised land” (3). The 
protagonist identifies strongly with the Jews in her peer group and 
sees her body in terms of their own anxiety about their physical 


198 »~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) = 


visibility. The Chinese desire in this novel to become a “model 
minority” like the Jews, and this is measured by their economic 
and cultural success. 

One day Mona and her friends sit around and discuss aesthetic 
surgery. “‘Do Chinese have operations to make their noses bigger?’ 
someone asks.” Yes, Mona replies: “She too envies the aquiline 
line... in fact she envies even their preoperative noses. ... ‘You 
can’t mean like this schnozz here?’ somebody says, exhibiting his 
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profile. ... She nods politely. ‘And your eyes too.” She continues 
to explain that Chinese Americans often have “operations to make 
single-fold eyelids into double-folds” (92). In the course of this dis- 
cussion, Gish Jen supplies an ironic environmental explanation of 
how and why Oriental eyes have their specific form but concludes 
with a comment by one of the Jewish boys about Mona’s eyes: “You 
look like straight out of Twilight Zone” (93). The exoticism of the 
“too small” nose and the “too Oriental” eyes is a clear marker for 
the Jews of their sense of their own difference. 

It is no surprise in this world seen from Gish Jen’s perspective 
that it is not Mona who gets the new nose or Western eyes: “Bar- 
bara Gugelstein is sporting a fine new nose. Straight, this is, and 
most diminutive, not to say painstakingly fashioned as a baby- 
grand tchotchke” (124). While Mona “admires her friend’s nos- 
trils, which are a triumph of judiciousness and taste,” she herself is 
not moved to have aesthetic surgery. What Mona does is to con- 
vert to Judaism! But, as one of the African American characters 
disparagingly comments, becoming a Jew in religion but not phys- 
ically is difficult in her world. For in order to be a real Jew “that 
nose of yours has got to grow out so big you’ve got to sneeze in a 
dish towel” (137). Jewishness means belonging to a visible outsider 
group. For Mona, this has become an insider group, which defines 
her sense of her own body. The role of aesthetic surgery is to re- 
shape the external visibility of that group. Yet, as the novel shows, 
it is a sign of false acculturation. Barbara’s nose job is faulty; it 
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“runs extraordinarily when she cries” (237). Jews with short noses 
remain marked as Jews in this seemingly hostile world, and the 
Chinese, such as Mona’s physician-sister, acculturate with the rise 
of multiculturalism by becoming Asian American, a form of alter- 
ation of identity without the alteration of the body. Happiness is 
becoming something else, something identifiable as Asian that is 
not too Chinese. 

Still, Jewish visibility does not simply remain as the sign of 
success: it is haunted by history. Early in the novel Mona’s mother 
tries to explain to her about the Japanese invasion of China when 
she announces that she has a Japanese boyfriend: “Are you sure? 
In school, they said the War was about putting the Jews in ovens” 
(15). For Mona, it is the Shoah that defines the past. Later in the 
novel the success of both the Chinese and the Jews is measured 
against those, such as the African Americans, shown to be in a per- 
manently liminal position in American society. History fixes the 
positions of the Jews and those “wanna-be” Jews, such as Mona 
(just as in Senocak’s novel, Sascha Muchteschem is condemned on 
a talk show as a “Wannabe-German” [130]). The more one wants 
to belong, the more the dominant society in these stories feels a 
greater sense of importance and the fact of the protagonist’s true 
difference. In complex ways that is the moral of Gish Jen’s account 
of the Asians as a model minority in the United States. Hybridity 
leads to assimilation and a loss of individual identity, even when a 
character such as Sascha Muchteschem actually has a dual cultural 
inheritance. 

Fitting into American society means having the right kind of 
nose. In the fictional world representing the imaginary body of the 
American Jew, the retroussé Oriental nose comes to be an ideal. But 
for the Chinese American, according to Gish Jen’s portrait, it is a 
sign of the new Asian identity: one nose does fit all. In this world, aes- 
thetic surgery is a sign of middle-class rather than American identity, 
though one could argue that there is a fatal parallelism between these 
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two ideas of imagining oneself as different. Thus, among Asian 
Americans in California, double-fold eyelid surgery has become “the 
gift that parents offer their daughters when they graduate from high 
school or college.””’ This parallels the experience of Jewish Ameri- 
cans in the 1960s. For the Vietnamese and Koreans in America, aes- 
thetic surgery becomes a means of defining identity as flexible rather 
than permanent. Hybridity now means reshaping the body to make 
it more American. Yet the end result is not an American body but an 
Asian American body. The diasporic body remains marked as differ- 
ent and, just as Black became beautiful in the 1960s, so too is Asian 
beautiful today. 

If Gish Jen’s Westchester posits the Jews as an ironic norm of 
beauty, (“Jewish is beautiful”), Oscar Hijuelos’s novel A Simple Ha- 
vana Melody (from when the world was good) presents a Cuban 
American fantasy of the Jewish body.*? It echoes the physical dif- 
ference of the Jews and the impact of the Holocaust in a way more 
than slightly reminiscent of Achmat Dangor’s Kafka’s Curse. Hi- 
juelos was born in 1951 of Cuban parentage in New York City, 
and has received the Pulitzer Prize and numerous other awards for 
earlier fiction that stressed the theme of Cuban culture seen 
through American eyes. The protagonist of this novel, Israel 
Levis, is a pious Catholic (“an individual, blessed by a Catholic 
God”), who composed the hit song “Rosas Puras” in the 1930s. At 
the opening of the novel, we see him having returned to Havana, 
old and very ill, after the war: “On his arm seven numbers in green 
ink” (23). He has been in Buchenwald. How he got there is at the 
heart of this fiction. 

In the isolated country of Cuba, Levis had assumed that he, “a 
Cuban Catholic with a name like Israel Levis, was immune to the 
terrors descending upon the Jews of Europe” (37). Hijuelos 
stresses in the novel (following Jean-Paul Sartre’s fantasy in the 
late 1940s) that any one could be made into a Jew, and yet Levis is 
in complex ways already “Jewish,” even before he confronts Nazi 
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racism in the 1940s. His name is redolent of his hidden nature. 
For although his family “had been for generations, quite irretriev- 
ably Catholic,” he may well have had a “distant Catalan ancestor, 
who may or may not have had some Jewish blood” (49). He is 
Catholic in all senses, but in Spanish or Cuban terms, it can also 
mean that he is multicultural: his “Jewish” ancestor (real or not) 
marks him as different. Yet the Jew in his lineage is much closer. 
After his father (and siblings) die, his mother in a moment of mad- 
ness announces to him, “‘My son, the idea has come to me that 
perhaps your father was a Jew. And that is why God has been act- 
ing so cruelly to us.’ Then: ‘We must make up for this with our 
prayers” (81). The Jew is the victim; the one who is punished for 
having crucified Jesus and who will be punished for all eternity. 

It is not just Israel Levis’s lineage that marks him as the hid- 
den Jew—his body is even more of an identifier. Thin and emaci- 
ated when he returns to Cuba after the war, he was equally as huge 
before the war. Indeed, his nickname then was “El Gordo,” the fat 
one, but most extraordinary about his body was the exaggerated 
size of his penis. Even as a small child “the manifestation of his fu- 
ture virility [was such] that their house maid, Florencia, when 
bathing him, often remarked, ‘What a wonder!’” (53). And as he 
matures, his sexuality is extraordinarily compromised, even 
though his body is highly sexualized. Attracted to men but ob- 
sessed with the singer Rita Valladrares, he can only perform with 
paid prostitutes. His ambiguous sexuality points to a reading of his 
physical size as an indicator of his difference. Only much later, 
when he moves to Paris in 1932 to escape Havana and his mother, 
does the huge Israel Levis find love and sexual satisfaction with a 
Jewish woman named Sarah Rubenstein. With her, he is for the 
first time fully sexual as a male. 

Israel’s stay in Paris brings him in direct conflict with the 
Nazis. While his music is “degenerate,” it is also very popular 
(254). With the fall of France in the spring of 1940, suddenly 


202 ~= JEWISH FRONTIERS) == 


Israel Levis, whose ancestry and body imply something Jewish in 
the Cuban context as depicted by Oscar Hijuelos, is transformed 
into a Jew by the Nazis. He aids Sarah and her daughter in escap- 
ing from Paris, but he remains there, ensconced at the Grand 
Hotel, which has become a German headquarters. He goes to 
mass each day at Notre Dame as a good Catholic should. He re- 
mains popular. He performs at parties, at one of which he meets 
the head of the Paris Gestapo who speaks to him in Spanish, not- 
ing that he had heard him many years ago in Vienna (273). With 
the beginning of the terror against foreign Jews, his Cuban pass- 
port is seized. He is ordered to go to the Gestapo office because of 
his obvious “Jewish” name, which labels him as a Jew. But we the 
readers know he is not one, whatever the multicultural references 
to his Jewishness have been in the novel to that point. The ques- 
tioning quickly turns to the heart of the matter, to Levis’s physical 
difference, to his penis. At this point in the novel, only its size has 
been revealed to the reader. At the Gestapo’s inquisition he is 
asked if he is circumcised: “It happened that with his birth his fa- 
ther, Doctor Leocadio Levis, had thought of the minor operation 
as a preventative against the possibility of cradle-borne infections” 
(275). His claim that he is not a Jew is dismissed: “The police were 
amused—how could any man with a name like Israel Levis be any- 
thing but a Jew, no matter what his protests?” (275). Even more 
so, his Jewish body reveals his true nature to them. He is to be 
placed on a train to the death camps, but is rescued by the Gestapo 
general who sends him to Buchenwald, instead. Here, he is 
granted a special status, as he often plays for the camp officers on a 
“grand Bosendorfer piano under an enormous chandelier and 
gilded ceiling” (37). Still, the horrors of the camp turn his huge 
body into a shell, a survivor. 

The novel, a Cuban American novel of Havana, becomes a 
novel of the Cuban as a Holocaust survivor. The multicultural 
image of the Jew remains that of the ultimate victim. The Cuban 
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history that marks him, such as the political despotism of the 
Cuban dictatorship of Machado, is paralleled with the rise of the 
Nazis. The random murders in Havana that drive Levis to Paris, 
foreshadow the street brawls and beatings of the Jews that he sees 
on a trip to Munich. The fusion between the Cuban, seen through 
the eyes of the Cuban American writer, and the Jew in the Shoah 
is complete. For the American reader and writer, the Jew is a sign 
of the Holocaust. The Holocaust also defines the victim status of 
the protagonist. All of Levis’s difference is that of the Jew. The 
imaginary Jew is again a disguise for the multicultural experience 
of the victim. The Jew does not truly exist except in the fantasy of 
the persecutors. Israel Levis takes on the mantle of the Jew in this 
multicultural novel. His actual difference as a fat man, as a bisexual 
man, as a creative genius is in the end is still defined by his differ- 
ence as a Jew. 

We began with Kureishi’s identification of the Jew as marked 
to be permanently different. In the United Kingdom Kureishi saw, 
at least in his fantasy of the 1960s, a particularly good example of a 
culture in which the transition to a multicultural, perhaps even hy- 
brid, society had begun from what had been perceived as a purely 
class-based society. The Jew at this point was the litmus test for 
immutability and difference. By the mid-twentieth century, British 
Jews, as opposed to immigrant Jews, had made it into the highest 
reaches of the British class structure. Assimilation, even conver- 
sion, marked their path from Benjamin Disraeli to the Roth- 
schilds. And yet they remained “foreign” even in their movement 
up the class ladder. 

Another answer to the identity dilemma is suggested by the 
Francophone novelist and scriptwriter Philippe Blasband’s short 
story “A True Exile” (“Une exil véritable”).2! Born in 1964 in 
‘Teheran to a Jewish family, he was educated in Brussels. His first, 
autobiographical novel won the Rossel prize in 1990. In this 
monologue, we seem to have a similar set of expectations to those 
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of Hijuelos’s Levis. The narrator, speaking to his friend who seems 
to be mired in a false nostalgia for a lost Iran, describes himself as 
having a Belgian father, a Belgian passport, and French is his 
mother tongue; he professes ignorance of most things Iranian. Yet 
he is, in his account, the perfect hybrid, the man between two 
worlds who has begun to integrate his Iranian ethnicity into his 
sense of Belgian identity. This Belgian identity is clearly Walloon; 
it is French in all its aspects, and thus masks the split that still 
haunts Belgian culture today, a split that equates ethnicity and lan- 
guage. For the choice of becoming truly Belgian means for him 
becoming French-speaking rather than Flemish-speaking. At the 
close of this monologue, he defines himself yet again as “not a bad 
Iranian, not much of an Iranian at all, neither truly Belgian, nor 
truly a Jew” (109). This is the fantasy of the Jew as merely part of 
the multicultural mix, a mix defined as Francophone and therefore 
beyond the struggle for linguistic hegemony that is still modern 
Belgium. This simplification seems to be possible only when an 
author such as Blasband has also written a novel on the fate of a 
Jewish family that moves from Teheran to Brussels.*? It reflects 
the old joke about a pitched battle between French and Flemish 
speakers in Belgium during the 1960s in which both sides are sep- 
arated by the police, who order the Walloons to one side of the 
street and the Flemish to the other. A Jew walks up to a policeman 
and asks: “And where do we Belgians go?” The answer, in the dis- 
course of contemporary multiculturalism, is: any place you want 
but not here. 

The privileged position of being a “real Belgian” enables the 
multicultural writer to observe the complexity of a world in which 
the Jews seem to be omnipresent. Whether examining the prob- 
lem of diaspora, of acculturation, of hybridity, or of risk, the Jews 
become the touchstone for all of the pitfalls that present them- 
selves to other cultural groups. The Jews are either the ultimate 
victim, because of the Shoah, or the worst case for assimilation, as 
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in the images of the German and American Jews that we have 
seen. Jewish writers themselves, such as Blasband, tend to amalga- 
mate their image into that of the multicultural world in which the 
Jews are just one more culture in the multicultural salad bowl. 
Multicultural writers are torn between the image of the Jews as 
victims and as the most successful minority community. This is es- 
pecially the case when they themselves are part of a group (such as 
the East Asians or South Asians) that are becoming successful. 
Multiculturalism seems to work best if (like naturalism) it focuses 
on economic liminality. The Jews are also an odd case precisely 
because of the Shoah. Hegel could not understand why the Jews 
continued to exist as a people, while their contemporaries from 
the Babylonians to the Romans had vanished. So too it seems im- 
possible to imagine the Jews as anything but a symbol for death 
and destruction after the Shoah. This contrasts in an often bizarre 
manner with the very notion of Jewish success. 

Thus in an age of multiculturalism, when American Jewish 
writing has become American writing, many American Jewish 
novelists have trouble with multiculturalism. Philip Roth’s novel 
The Human Stain takes on political correctness as one of its central 
themes, and Saul Bellow has had a constant struggle with multi- 
culturalism over the past two decades. Remember the outrage to 
his comment on “who is the Tolstoy of the Zulus,” about whether 
there is an African culture??? Jews on the brave new frontier of 
multiculturalism seem always to be the subject of comparison. In 
the fantasy of the new multicultural author, they belong to a world 
of power but are also that world’s most victimized group. This 
continuation of older images often makes it difficult for Jewish 
writers, sensing their distance from such representations, to imag- 
ine themselves as part of the multicultural universe. What remains 
of constant fascination is how many of the older motifs of Jewish 
difference, including images of the body and the language of the 
Jews, are internalized in this context. Gary Shteyngart, a Russian 
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Jew whose family immigrated to New York City in 1978 when he 
was six, turned his American Jewish experience into his first novel, 
The Russian Debutante’s Handbook (2002).** His account stresses the 
impossibility of integration. His protagonist, the Russian Jew 
Vladimir Girshkin, is employed (in a Henry Miller sort of man- 
ner) in an office dealing with immigrants, a position that his mid- 
dle-class professional parents find well below his potential. While 
they have integrated themselves into suburban America (in their 
own fantasy), Vladimir never can. He remains too Russian (and 
therefore too Jewish) for America. His adventures in New York 
City, as well as those in Russia where he becomes the “American 
Jew” for the Russian Mafia, illustrates a sense of never really be- 
longing. The Russian Debutante’s Handbook is in many ways the ex- 
emplary antimulticultural novel. His literary antecedents are to be 
found as much in the Russian tradition of Goncharov’s Oblamov as 
in the North American immigrant novel, such as Mordechai Rich- 
ler’s The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. Shteyngart felt isolated in 
his new multicultural America and captured that sense of failure in 
what has turned out to be a very successful novel. When Steyngart 
(like his protagonist Vladimir Girshkin) actually returned to Rus- 
sia, he seemed pleased that his accent was heard, not as American 
but as Jewish. “After I’m in Russia for a while, I lose it.”*° The 
mark of his hybridity, his accent, vanished and he became neither 
American nor Jew, just another Russian, like Blasband’s Belgian. 
The brave new frontier of multiculturalism uses Jewish difference, 
but in ways that often contrast with those Jewish writers who feel 
that their cultural success is as a mainstream author and not as a 
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about their experiences parallel those of the parents. Abraham and 
‘Torok’s theory can be elegantly applied to the survivors of the 
Shoah, whose children, whether or not they were knowledgeable 
about their parents’ status as survivors, manifested many of the 
same psychological symptoms as their parents. Their lives re- 
volved unconsciously about the centrality, unspoken but real, in 
their parents’ lives of their often accidental survival. The children 
sense their own existence as accidental, depending of the accident 
of their own parents’ survival and manifest many of the same 
symptoms as their parents. This is true in families where the par- 
ents’ experience remains unspoken or unarticulated as well as 
those in which it is spoken and placed into a broader narrative. 
While there is, of course, a copycat effect present, the underlying 
psychological deformation has been shown to exist in virtually 
every case of survivors’ children. This can be extended even to 
those families in which the precipitating event is discussed. For the 
vital fact of the children’s existence is both proof of the survival of 
the parents but can be seen by the children as suddenly drawn into 
question given the earlier potential for the parent’s own death. 
Our lives are, of course, always tenuous, but to imagine that you 
exist because of an accident of fate that enabled your parents to 
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exist, and to have this reinforced by the unspoken phantom pres- 
ent in each family, precipitates a sense of one’s own instability. The 
phantom is the cohort that gives meaning of some type to the ex- 
perience of the family. 
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